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Abstract 
This PhD project examines the use of theatrical techniques that create conditions 
conducive to authentic theatre making practice with children. Investigations proceed 
through a practice-led methodology at the heart of which is the performance work Joy 
Fear and Poetry. The original production was presented as part of La Boite Theatre’s 
2013 Indie Season and constitutes 50 per cent of the examinable output of the study, 
together with a contextualising exegesis weighted at 50 per cent.  
 
The impetus for this inquiry was a desire to establish techniques for working with 
children in the creation of performance works that make an intervention into 
habituated patterns of positioning children in society.  The study investigates the ways 
in which society positions children through a broad set of social, cultural and historical 
considerations and examines these within the frame of theatre making. It highlights 
common representations that diminish the complexity of childhoods and the 
capabilities of children and tracks the political trend toward child-centredness. 
Through an analysis of perspectives and practices the study proposes a model of 
practice that moves away from child-centredness toward a more dynamic 
understanding of the creative process that constitutes an authentic enactment of lived 
experience and prompts essential practitioner reflexivity. At the core of this research 
are the set of rehearsal and performance techniques employed to author Joy Fear and 
Poetry. Underpinning the choice and development of these techniques are theories of 
sociocultural constructivism, which highlight the dynamic and contextual nature of 
knowledge construction. Strategies employed by sociocultural researchers working 
with children (Roth 1998, Goodman 2000, Fleer and Robbins 2003, Rogoff 2003, 
Fleer, Anning and Cullen 2004) are transposed into theatre making techniques and 
further developed through experimentation on the rehearsal room floor. Donald 
Winnicott’s (1971) concept of the holding space (81) gives a psychoanalytical 
foundation to the set of techniques and is fundamental in prompting and analysing 
directorial and design choices in the creative process. Utilised in combination the 
techniques constitute a cohesive model of practice that may be applied across logistical 
arrangements, rehearsal processes and performance modalities. The study contends 
that this model creates conditions conducive to authentic theatre making practice with 
children as evidenced in the performance work Joy Fear and Poetry.
 4 
 
Table of Contents 
Keywords ........................................................................................................................................ 2 
Abstract ........................................................................................................................................... 3 
Table of Contents…………………………………………………………………………..……………..4  
List of Abbreviations .................................................................................................................. 7 
Statement of Original Authorship ......................................................................................... 8 
Acknowledgments ....................................................................................................................... 9 
 
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION ......................................................................... 10 
 
1.1                BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY ..................................................................................... 10 
 
1.2                RESEARCH QUESTION ..................................................................................................... 18 
 
1.3                DOCUMENT OUTLINE ...................................................................................................... 18 
 
CHAPTER 2: CONTEXTUAL REVIEW ........................................................... 21 
 
2.1                CONSTRUCTIONS OF CHILDHOOD ............................................................................. 21 
             2.1.1 Childhood: an adult construction ..................................................................... 22 
             2.1.2 The deficit child........................................................................................................ 23 
             2.1.3 The colonised child ................................................................................................. 24 
             2.1.4 The rise of childhood specialists ....................................................................... 25 
             2.1.5 Child employment ................................................................................................... 26 
             2.1.6 Child exploitation .................................................................................................... 27 
             2.1.7 The shift in children’s social positioning ....................................................... 28 
             2.1.8 Respecting children’s capacities ....................................................................... 30 
             2.1.9 Summary ..................................................................................................................... 32 
 
2.2                THEATRE FOR CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE ................................................. 33 
             2.2.1 Child-centredness and the discourse of empowerment ......................... 33 
             2.2.2 Contemporary performance practice ............................................................. 36 
             2.2.3 The arsenal of expressive gestures .................................................................. 39 
             2.2.4 Acting and not-acting ............................................................................................ 43 
             2.2.5 Authenticity and the real ..................................................................................... 45 
             2.2.6 Uncertainty and ethics .......................................................................................... 53 
             2.2.7 Authorship and collaborative practice ........................................................... 56 
             2.2.8 The artifice of authenticity .................................................................................. 60 
 
2.3                CONTEMPORARY WORKS WITH CHILD PERFORMERS .................................... 64 
 
CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY ........................................................................ 80 
 
3.1                   INTRODUCTION............................................................................................................... 80 
 
3.2                   QUALITATIVE RESEARCH AND PRACTICE-LED INQUIRY ............................ 81 
 5 
 
3.3                   ACTION RESEARCH ........................................................................................................ 83 
 
3.4                   REFLEXIVITY .................................................................................................................... 84 
 
3.5                   CONSTRUCTIVISM: EDUCATION THEORY FOR ARTISTS .............................. 86 
3.5.1 Research with children .................................................................................... 87 
3.5.2 Ecology of practice ............................................................................................. 89 
3.5.3 Ethical challenges ............................................................................................... 93 
 
3.6                   REFLECTIVE PRACTICE ............................................................................................... 95 
 
3.7                   PROJECT DESIGN ............................................................................................................ 97 
3.7.1 Techniques: tools and processes ................................................................. 99 
3.7.2 Research Plan .................................................................................................... 106 
 
3.8                   METHODS OF DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS ....................................... 108 
 
CHAPTER 4: ANALYSIS OF CREATIVE PRACTICE ............................... 112 
 
4.1                   INTRODUCTION............................................................................................................ 112 
 
4.2                   CREATIVE PRACTICE CYCLE 1 ............................................................................... 113 
4.2.1 Description of the cycle................................................................................. 113 
4.2.2 Building on prior knowledge ...................................................................... 114 
4.2.3 How the techniques employed developed authentic practices .... 116 
4.2.4 Development of key concepts………….………………………………………120  
 
4.3                  CREATIVE PRACTICE CYCLE 2 ................................................................................ 122 
4.3.1 Description of the cycle………………….……………………………………….122 
4.3.2 Building on prior knowledge ...................................................................... 122 
4.3.3 How the techniques employed developed authentic practices .... 126 
4.2.4 Development of key concepts .................................................................... 132 
 
4.4                  CREATIVE PRACTICE CYCLE 3 ................................................................................ 133 
4.4.1 Description of cycle ........................................................................................ 133 
4.4.2 Building on prior knowledge ...................................................................... 135 
4.4.3 How the techniques employed developed authentic practices: .. 136 
4.4.4 Development of key concepts .................................................................... 147 
 
CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS AND CONCLUSION ...................................................... 150 
 
5.1                   INTRODUCTION............................................................................................................ 150 
 
5.2                   TECHNIQUES OF AUTHENTIC PRACTICE.......................................................... 152 
 
5.3                   SIGNIFICANCE AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS……………………………………….157 
5.3.1 Significance   ……………………………...……………………………………….…157 
5.3.2 Future directions………………………………………………...........……………158 
 
REFERENCES ..................................................................................................... 160 
 
 
 6 
 
APPENDICIES 
 
APPENDIX 1: Joy Fear and Poetry entire performance  
APPENDIX 2: Joy Fear and Poetry Programme  
APPENDIX 3: Segments of Performance from Joy Fear and Poetry  
3.1 Segment One: Dancing in the mirrors 
3.2 Segment Two: The today show 
3.3 Segment Three: The puppet scene 
3.4 Segment Four: The Vjay scene 
3.5 Segment Five: Under the house & The fire scene  
3.6 Segment Six : Dancing in the mirrors (Audio) 
3.7 Segment Seven: Puppets (Audio)  
 
APPENDIX 4: Methods Sampler 
4.1 Images from creative developments  
4.1.1 Images from Cycle 1 
4.1.2 Images from Cycle 2 
4.1.3 Images from Cycle 3 
4.2 Performance Matrix 
Breakdown of scenes including: process and purpose for performers as well as 
purpose for audience.  
4.3 Reviews 
4.3.1 Atkin 
4.3.2 Borhani 
4.3.3 McAllister 
4.3.4 McLean 
4.3.5 O’Neill 
 
APPENDIX 5: Consent Package  
5.1 Image release 
5.2 Participant information 
5.3 Consent Form 
5.4 Medical Form  
5.5 QLD government Parent’s Consent Form for a School-Aged or Young Child 
 
APPENDIX 6: Seminar Slides 
 
  
 7 
List of Abbreviations 
 
DASA  Drama as Social Action 
ECC  Every Child Counts Program 
QPAC  Queensland Performing Arts Centre 
QUT  Queensland University of Technology 
UK  United Kingdom  
 
  
 8 
Statement of Original Authorship 
The work contained in this document has not been previously submitted to meet 
requirements of an award at this or any other higher education institution. To the best of 
my knowledge and belief, the document contains no material previously published or 
written by another person, except where due reference is made. 
 
 
Signed:
 
Name: _____Natasha Budd___________________ 
 
Date: ______8 September 2014___________________ 
 
  
QUT Verified Signature
 9 
 
 
 
 
Acknowledgments 
 
To Kyle, whose storytelling inspired this study.  
‘When my parents fight I go under the house and tell fake stories to myself’ 
                                                                                Kyle, aged 7 
 
 
This study was made possible because of the commitment and dedication of many people. 
It has been a humbling experience to work with creative professionals, energetic students 
and inspiring children. My sincere gratitude goes to all of the people involved in the 
development and presentation of Joy Fear and Poetry in particular the teachers and 
students of Woodridge State School who believed in my vision and spent many hours 
supporting me to achieve my goals. I am indebted to Alison Skyfleet who recognised an 
urgent need and responded with rare generosity. To my supervisors Professor Paul 
Makeham and Professor Felicity McArdle heartfelt thanks for guiding me through the 
process with warmth, generosity and rigour. Thanks also to Toni Johnson-Woods who 
edited this document. Finally to my partner Ben Knapton for being consistently 
enthusiastic about my ideas and convincing me that I could achieve them.  
 
 
 
  
 10 
Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
1.1 BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 
The impulse for this research emerged from my experience as a theatre director and 
educator working with children and young people. The goal of the study was to challenge 
the ‘worthy but unprofessional’ (Watts 2013) discourse surrounding the field of Theatre 
for Children and Young People (TYP) with a specific focus on children aged seven to 
twelve. Through an academic investigation of performance techniques I aimed to extend 
the practical and theoretical means by which artists and children might collaborate to 
produce aesthetically rich works for public audiences. In this instance, aesthetic richness 
refers to the intricate relationship between thematic content and its visual and aural 
expression, which provides fertile ground for critical reflection. The investigation was 
conceived through industry practice and knowledge acquired through academic 
investigation.  
 
At the commencement of this study much of the existing theatre practice with children 
converged around models of Theatre for Young People (TYP). These models evolved 
partially in response to children and young peoples limited opportunities for active 
citizenship. Throughout the modern period from the early sixteenth century to the mid-
twentieth century the cultural norm for children was one of subjugation and, at times, 
exploitation (Kociumbas 1997, Matthews 2004, Stearns 2006, Zornado 2006, Lamb 2008, 
Burman 2008). As a consequence, children’s ideas, perspectives and experiences had no 
legitimate space in the theatre (Davis 1986, Vey 2001). The subjugation of children was 
successfully challenged post World War Two when a new set of values around 
empowerment and civic engagement were established. These values were reflected in the 
emergence of the TYP sector and advancements in Drama in Education.  
 
The TYP sector continue to challenge historically established ways of positioning young 
people that limit their ability to engage in active citizenship. These models encourage 
young people to engage in social discourse through artistic expression; they emphasise 
access, participation and empowerment.  
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An increasing body of knowledge affirms the ‘worthiness’ of the TYP ethos and practices 
(McCarthy 2004, DICE 2010). Early work in this area generated a proliferation of 
theatrical forms and styles that legitimized young peoples’ grounded cultures and 
established a discrete place for young people in the theatre industry (Hunter and Milne 
2005). Despite the gains being made in TYP practice children below the age of 12 are 
still not strongly represented. Opportunities for young children to take active roles in 
making theatre remain limited. The most progressive work with younger children can be 
found in educational drama and in the field of Theatre for Young Audiences (TYA).  
 
Working with young children prompted my interest in exploring processes that enabled 
seven to twelve year olds to take advantage of the progress being made in TYP. I started 
with a strong belief in children’s capacities as reflective thinkers and a desire to see their 
thoughts communicated to audiences. I aimed to establish the key features of performance 
making environments that could produce mainstream product with a cast of children. My 
investigations revealed a rich array of strategies employed by education researchers, 
which could potentially be transposed into directorial techniques for working with 
children in the theatre. These education techniques are targeted toward accurately 
capturing children’s ideas, perspectives and experiences. Despite the promise of these 
techniques dominant and persistent perspectives in education and TYP present a 
Manichaean binary between child creativity and adult control. Discourse around the 
purpose of art making with children and the ethics of production highlighted a need for 
further investigation (Chance 1982, Hunter and Milne 2005, McArdle and McWilliam 
2005, Langford 2010).  
 
The ethos of empowerment championed by TYP practitioners led to a non-interventionist 
approach by adult artists that I posit limits children’s ability to fully engage in the creation 
of aesthetic product, diminishes their experience and creates false binaries. Within these 
binary positions work tends to be perceived as adult authored or child authored, authentic 
or inauthentic, ethical or unethical, empowering or disempowering, and so on. The 
sometimes antagonistic divide appears to be based on a falsehood that does not reflect my 
experience of working with children. It invalidates the role that adults play in developing 
content with children and ignores the impact adults have on children’s realities. The 
segregation presents an antagonistic rather than nuanced representation of experience.  
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A number of recent international theatre works with children, discussed in detail in 
chapter two, have challenged binary positioning of adults and children in their approach 
to development and in their presentation. These works have come under attack by critics 
on ethical grounds (Brown 2008, Haydon 2011, Andersson 2011, Drew 2014). The 
fissures they create in the now well-established mantra of empowerment through self-
governance have generated renewed concern about adult-child relationships in the theatre 
including the role of director, writer and audience. A greater concern however may be the 
tendency to employ old categorisations, which segregate adults and children and re-
inscribe cultural norms and habituated ways of thinking.  
 
To depart from the long-standing mantra of empowerment that surrounds artists, teachers 
and children generates ethical uncertainty, which is expressed in the anxiety around these 
new works. This study attempts to navigate this territory taking on some of the precepts 
of TYP but inflecting them to move practice beyond models of participant empowerment 
toward a professional practice that sees adults and children working together to create 
mainstream artistic product. This is politically challenging given the ‘worthiness’ (Watts 
2013) of TYP; however, this study aims to move forward seeking new ways of creating 
and perceiving ethical and authentic practice which is also professional and aesthetically 
rich.  
 
To undertake this investigation it was necessary to take these concerns into the rehearsal 
room and work through them in practice. I experimented in my role as artist to understand 
the ways in which my hunches, my theoretical discoveries and the approaches of key 
practitioners functioned. These experiments resulted in the proposal of a hybrid space that 
draws together the principles of creating safe and empowering theatrical modes of 
expression with the generative capacities of constructivist environments and highlights 
the negotiation of adult-child power dynamics.  
 
The political and aesthetic impulses in my work derive from my undergraduate studies at 
The Queensland University of Technology (QUT) where I studied Drama as Social 
Action (DASA). DASA examined critical pedagogy and the work of theatre director and 
writer Augusto Boal who developed a system of theory and practice known as Theatre of 
the Oppressed (TO). The TO system uses trained actors and directors to collaborate with 
untrained participants in the development of works aimed at creating social change.   
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Boal’s body of work had a significant impact on my developing aesthetic sensibility and 
from 2000-2004 I produced, wrote, directed and performed in theatre works for the 
Queensland Arts Council, Education Queensland, Queensland Corrective Services and a 
range of community and government organisations using Boal’s model of Forum Theatre. 
During this time I also began teaching DASA at QUT consolidating and affirming my 
commitment to social change through aesthetic mediums. 
Some of the key learnings from this period relevant to the practice-led inquiry are:  
 the essential role of ethics when working in situations of imbalanced 
power relations 
 the value of improvisation in performance making and presentation with 
non-actors 
 the dramaturgical structures capable of supporting untrained performers  
 
My first key learning was that ethical intent, no matter how well placed, does not 
guarantee ethical practice. As a cultural outsider in many of my work contexts, I needed 
to develop reflexive practices that enabled me to continuously assess my values and 
motivations in order to employ strategies for ethical engagement.  To achieve this I 
adopted established strategies from the field of Community Cultural Development 
(Graves 2005) that applied to both project design and rehearsal room activities. The 
strategies highlighted the importance of working with whole communities and outlined 
respectful engagement processes for the implementation of participatory arts projects. As 
I acquired skills in working with a range of stakeholder groups and utilised the experience 
and resources of participant communities, my interest in community partnerships and 
multidisciplinary practices grew.  
 
In the more intuitive spaces of the rehearsal room and stage, where my actions are often 
based in sensory rather than reasoned responses, the starting point for reflexivity was an 
acknowledgement of my authority as an adult and trained practitioner and the subsequent 
power imbalance implicit in negotiations with participants. At this point I was beginning 
to traverse the fields of Community Cultural Development, Theatre in Education and 
Theatre for Children and Young People. I developed a curiosity in the ethical frictions 
that existed in the intersections between these fields as I worked with and for children in 
both community and education contexts.   
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Each field has its own set of values and processes derived from unique lineages and yet 
each aims to facilitate the needs of children and young people as artists, participants and 
audiences.  
 
The second key learning was the value of improvisation in performance making and 
presentation with non-actors. Forum Theatre is predominantly an improvised form that 
facilitates the participation of audience members in live performance. My experience of 
this form during my five years of practice revealed improvisation’s capacity to produce 
vital and motivated performances from untrained participants when content was drawn 
from their lived experience and when the theatrical frame offered the safety of a clear 
structure. During this time, I witnessed children taking up challenges and delivering 
engaging performances that surprised their teachers, families and peers in their display of 
courage and conviction. The work was dynamic and playful and for this reason 
enormously enjoyable for me as a performer and director. It allowed me to improvise with 
hundreds of children over an extended period of time affirming my belief in the 
performance capacities of untrained actors, in particular children, given a context 
conducive to their skills and interests.  
 
Finally, I learned some of the dramaturgical structures capable of supporting untrained 
performers. A Forum Theatre script is a strong dramaturgical framework through which 
improvisation can occur. The script is delivered by an actor trained in Forum Theatre who 
understands their role as both provocateur and dramaturgical support to the untrained 
participant. Together they develop an improvised performance. Unlike a traditional actor 
a forum actor is in service to the participant’s agency, their role is to assist the participant 
to ‘bring into consciousness conceptions previously latent in the mind’ (Boal 1992: 58) 
whilst dramaturgically moving them through the scene.  
 
The stage space too is designed to provide opportunities for participant action and every 
set piece, every prop and its placement is a dramaturgical decision. The writing and 
performing of these works gave me an understanding of the theatrical conditions that 
provoke fluid, focused and animated performances by non-actors. These ideas were the 
beginnings of a much deeper inquiry into constructivist practices that identify children’s 
collaboration with more capable peers as essential to learning and development 
(Vygotsky 1962).   
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In 2004 I embarked on a graduate degree in education to further my knowledge of 
education contexts and child development. It was here that I first encountered 
constructivism and theories of active learning and citizenship that supported my aesthetic 
understandings. I came to believe that children’s cognitive abilities and capacity for 
philosophical reflection matched their performance abilities when given the right 
conditions. Upon completion of my second degree, I took up the co-artistic directorship 
of the KITE Arts Education Program at the Queensland Performing Arts Centre. The 
position at KITE was an opportunity to combine my knowledge of arts and education in 
a performance-making context.  
 
The KITE charter was rewritten to focus on three distinct areas of practice: theatre 
performances, participative arts projects and professional development services. KITE’s 
flagship project was a participative arts project that connected schools experiencing high 
rates of social exclusion with their local arts and cultural organisations and professionally 
developed teachers. It provided rich and varied arts experiences for children across 
Queensland. The project was resourced by the Australia Council through its Community 
Partnerships Section, Education Queensland and the Queensland Performing Arts Centre 
(QPAC). Activities centred on the production of large-scale performances presented 
either at QPAC or the peak performance venue in the regional centre where the project 
was being undertaken. These high-production value works brought the resources of 
professional theatre to child performers and enabled me to expand my skills as a director 
working with other professional artists in the development of multidisciplinary works.  
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While the primary focus of Yonder was on the instrumental benefits of the arts measured 
by improved school performance and social cohesion (McCarthy 2004), post-
performance evaluations revealed that the perceived quality of the performance outcome 
was a major factor in positive assessments of the program by children and their families.  
 
 
Figure 1: Yonder, Natasha Budd and Adrianne Jones 2009.  (Photographer Aaron Shambrook)  
 
During my time with the KITE Program I acquired an interest in digital technologies as 
a form of aesthetic gesture that held the capacity to enhance a child performer’s presence 
in the theatrical space. I developed an interest in set design and its relationship to the 
activities of the child performers and also learnt a great deal about children’s ideas and 
perspectives. 
 
My work as an artist and educator over more than a decade led me to an informed set of 
hunches that I was enthusiastic to investigate through academic inquiry. The hunches 
were based on the premise that the characteristics of a child performer are fundamentally 
different from those of a trained actor; the scenographic frame within which child 
performers are placed and the performance style with which they communicate must 
represent a significant departure from traditional acting, with its physical demands and 
contextualising scenic frame (Kirby 1972).  
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These hunches evolved from the practical challenges of developing motivation, focus and 
presence in the child performers and came under three broad categories concerned with 
the creation of a performance making environment that 
 Provided tools for the development and presentation of visually rich imagery 
 Was conducive to cognitive engagement 
 Offered safety and support mechanisms to the performers. 
 
The creative practice component of this PhD inquiry commenced with some in theatre 
experimentation. I created what I hoped would be a stimulating and safe a theatrical play-
space and worked with a group of children to create a theatrical work. The contextual 
review began to investigate the concept of childhood as articulated by Western artists, 
social commentators and theorists. What I discovered was a set of social, cultural and 
historical understandings that have evolved throughout the development of Western 
cultural history that have shaped how children and young people are represented and 
perceived in the theatre and in society more generally. From the innocent babe to the 
wicked child, children have come to connote adult concepts in both art and literature 
(Burman 2008, Lamb 2008). The focus of the study conceived through praxis thus became 
an investigation that aimed to identify the practical means by which artists might distance 
children from their connotative function to create semantic ambiguity more representative 
of lived experience. The final performance work: Joy Fear and Poetry, which constitutes 
50 per cent of this inquiry is representative not only of the child performers’ expressions 
but also those of over a 100 children who contributed ideas, illustrations and audio 
recordings to the work. 
 
The significance of this study is that it proposes a new poetics in children’s theatre that 
addresses the needs of performers aged seven to twelve, who are frequently omitted from 
the TYP agenda, indeed the term Theatre for (Children and) Young People frequently 
excludes the word ‘children’. The study inflects the principles of TYP practice to focus 
on the negotiations that take place between adults and children in theatre-making 
environments. It proposes a set of content development strategies and a new approach to 
dramaturgy, which centre on the provocation of children’s thoughts, perspectives and 
actions by adult interlocutors. The study scrutinises notions of authenticity and authorship 
navigating the ethical dilemmas that arose as I diverged from the set of rules that define 
current TYP practice.  
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I envisage that practitioners interested in working with children might use the model 
proposed in this study as a framework for performance development. The model applies 
to pre production, production and performance and is targeted toward the creation of 
aesthetically rich performances in which professional artists and children work together 
to communicate ideas, perspectives and experiences that are difficult to articulate through 
traditional forms and styles. I submit that this way of working is an extension of existing 
practice that constitutes an original contribution to knowledge in the field.  
 
1.2 RESEARCH QUESTION 
The ontological approach to inquiry is based in Donald Schön’s (1973) early work on ‘the 
learning society’ and the need for processes that facilitate changes in work practices 
capable of being applied to future instances. The challenge became to create a production 
environment that was generative, authentic and which actively sought change. It is hoped 
that the findings of this inquiry might be applied in professional theatre making contexts 
to change the ways in which children engage in mainstream theatre works. The inquiry 
emphasises the primacy of the performance work in investigating the challenges and 
articulating the findings of the inquiry. The investigation of techniques was framed by the 
key research question:  
 
 In what ways do the techniques employed to author Joy Fear and Poetry 
enable authentic theatre making practice with children?  
Sub questions to emerge from this key investigation were: 
 What are the historical and contemporary techniques employed by artists 
working with children? 
 What is authenticity in the context of theatre for children and what are the 
possibilities and constraints produced in its deployment?  
 
1.3 DOCUMENT OUTLINE 
This exegesis documents the theoretical and practical investigations of the study:  
Experiments in authentic theatre making practice with children. It is comprised of a 
written component and a recording of the performance. The APPENDICIES are an aide-
mémoire of the live event and as such, are not assessable.  
 
 19 
Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION introduces the reader to the researcher and details the 
impetus for the study. It details the research question and offers this document in outline. 
 
Chapter 2: THE CONTEXTUAL REVIEW details the conceptual territory of the study. 
It examines historical and contemporary representations of children in performance and 
details some of the techniques employed by artists working with child performers.  The 
Theatre for Children and Young People section marks a significant shift in thinking post 
World War ll toward the empowerment of children. It then problematises this perspective 
through an exploration of authorship and authenticity as they relate to contemporary 
practice. It suggests that authenticity, directed toward empowerment can function 
negatively, concealing power dynamics and contextual influences and placing performers 
in vulnerable situations. Constructivism: Education Theory for Artists examines the 
theory of sociocultural constructivism. The pioneering work of Barbara Rogoff (1998) 
forms the foundation of a range of child-friendly approaches aimed at ethical and 
authentic practice. The final section in chapter two analyses a series of works created by 
contemporary artists whose works sit outside the field of Theatre for Children and Young 
People. I identify techniques common across the productions and offer a theoretical 
justification for their use. I examine the representations of children in these works and 
some of the critical commentary that surrounded their presentation. 
 
Chapter 3: THE METHODOLOGY offers a rationale for my methodological approach 
including methods of data collection and analysis. It identifies practice-led research 
underpinned by reflective practice as the primary research strategy within iterative cycles 
of action research.  
 
Chapter 4: ANALYSIS OF CREATIVE PRACTICE is divided into three cycles of 
practice. It progressively examines practice and theory as they developed throughout the 
course of the study. Cycle one describes initial investigations into specific strategies for 
content development. Cycle two develops these in light of sociocultural constructivist 
theory.   
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Cycle three attempts to answer the research question: In what ways do the techniques 
employed to author Joy Fear and Poetry create authentic theatre making practice 
with children, through an analysis of the performance in particular its dynamism 
throughout the performance season.  
 
Chapter 5: FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS brings theory and practice together to 
propose a new model of practice for working with children. The goal of the approach 
being proposed is to enable depictions of children in the theatre to be expanded and to 
subsequently challenge habituated representations by artists and readings by audiences.  
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Chapter 2: Contextual Review 
 
This chapter offers an analysis of discourse and practice in the fields of child psychology, 
cultural theory, education and theatre as they relate to the production of theatre works 
with children. It examines three key areas of investigation: constructions of childhood, 
Theatre for Children and Young People and sociocultural constructivism.  
 
2.1 CONSTRUCTIONS OF CHILDHOOD  
At the commencement of this study it was necessary to establish a frame of reference 
through which to view childhood and position my work in relation to similar and alternate 
representations in the field. I commenced with an exploration of childhood as a concept 
articulated by Western artists, social commentators and theorists throughout history. This 
exploration revealed shifts in perception articulated in social policy and child-rearing 
practices that significantly impacted upon the lived experiences of children. Despite these 
shifts, dominant conceptions of children embedded in the collective psyche of Western 
culture persist. Theatre practitioners can utilise these concepts to communicate adult 
notions of childhood. While children have been employed variously as skilled performers 
and ‘scenic adornment’ (Davis 1986: 119) their function is often as a symbol of 
innocence, wickedness, imagination or raw emotion. Advancement in the fields of 
science, technology and pedagogy continue to shape perceptions of children and influence 
theatre-making practices. 
 
Children in the Western world have played a role in the entertainment industry for 
centuries. Though audiences have consistently demonstrated interest in children 
performing, their involvement has persistently been surrounded by controversy. 
Children’s inferior status in society, theorised by Aristotle (Matthews 2004) and affirmed 
in practice through historically inscribed beliefs about the adult–child relationship, has 
historically limited children’s mode of participation. Issues of exploitation and abuse 
raised by social commentators and education critics in the nineteenth century (Davis 
1986: 128) demanded legislative intervention and raised social anxieties about children’s 
involvement in the theatre. Practitioners continue to be influenced by this history of 
limitation and anxiety and make attempts to resolve and exploit our unease.  
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2.1.1 Childhood: an adult construction 
Human societies across time and culture have made provision for their young and 
developed socially acceptable models for raising them to adulthood. While societies differ 
in their approach to child rearing, some basic features remain consistent. Infants and 
children experience a period of dependency throughout which adults assume 
responsibility for their protection and socialisation (Ariès 1962). However, childhood as 
a category of human experience is much broader than this physiological period of 
dependency and encompasses a broad range of social and political dimensions 
(Einarsdottir 2003, 2005c; Matthews 2004; Qvortrup 2004; Loreman 2009). As a social 
and political construct, childhood is influenced by the specific beliefs of the time and 
governed by adult perspectives and actions. Throughout history, adults have been 
responsible for shaping the experiences of children and articulating those experiences 
within society to create an accepted vision of what childhood is and should be.  
 
As childhood has largely been defined and articulated by adults, a distinct lack of sources 
exist that give us an understanding of childhood from the perspective of children. Stearns 
points out that: 
Children leave relatively few direct records. People recall their childhoods, 
adults write about children, and there are material artifacts – cradles, toys 
and the like, though these too are usually arranged by adult intermediaries. 
(Stearns 2006: 2) 
 
Stearns (2006) describes how historians comprehend childhood through the laws that 
govern children’s existence, as well as the social beliefs and customs of the time. His 
assertions suggest that while advances have been made in understanding childhood as a 
reflection of broader social and political constructs the direct thoughts and understandings 
of children remain elusive.  
 
In Theorizing Childhood, James, Jenks and Proust (1998) scrutinise and analyse the social 
discourse around children and childhood. Whilst they identify models of childhood 
dominant throughout history they also acknowledge the dynamic nature of the field and 
the problematic nature of positioning children as ‘other’ while speaking on their behalf.  
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‘Knowing’ about children or having ways of explaining their conduct 
neither holds constant nor precludes the randomness of their interventions 
into adult life. And yet it is precisely this sustained otherness which is the 
necessary condition for understanding children, arising out of difference 
comprising the adult-child relation. (9)   
 
It is with this knowledge that I now examine constructions of childhood that have 
influenced theatre making and begin to grapple with notions of adult-child relations in 
the creation of art.  
 
2.1.2 The deficit child 
Current constructions of childhood owe much to Aristotle and his concept of final 
causality in which he proposes that the ‘final cause of a living organism [is] the function 
that organism normally performs when it reaches maturity’ (Matthews 2004: 38). 
Aristotle’s concept of development positions children as potential adults and childhood 
as a state of becoming. Children are perceived as incomplete beings unable to carry out 
normal human functions. This deficit model demands a high degree of adult intervention, 
and leaves little room for meaningful dialogue with adults. Its influence over Western 
thinking has been profound and is evidenced in representations of children and childhood 
throughout theatre history.  
 
The field of theatre semiotics offers a way of understanding how adults have codified 
representations of children in a reductive process that limits the expression of individual 
experience. Drawing on the theories of the Prague structuralists (Otakar Zich, Jan 
Mukafowsky, Petr Bogatyrev, Ji ri Veltrusky), Keir Elam (2002) explains the ways in 
which theatrical signifiers denote broad object groups which express particular social and 
cultural meanings. Using this theory, the child may be viewed as a signifier that denotes 
children and childhood in general. Connotative expressions of this object group perceived 
through the image of the child reflect the Aristotelian deficit position in their frequent use 
as symbols of innocence and vulnerability in need of protection or in contrast wildness 
and disorder in need of discipline.   
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In a strong critique of developmental perspectives Erica Burman (2008) points out 
 
Dominant imaginaries – the sets of 
cultural associations and affective 
relations mobilized around “the child” 
– oppressively occlude the real 
conditions of children’s lives, with the 
complexity and diversity of children’s 
lives typically reduced and 
abstracted… into some notional, highly 
symbolized and usually singular … 
“child”. (Burman 2008: 11)  
 
 
These dominant imaginaries are shaped by broad thrusts in social and cultural thought. 
Child performers can thus become reduced to ‘the child’ a potent symbolic tool for the 
communication of particular adult concepts with little or no reference to the realities of 
their own lived experience.  
 
2.1.3 The colonised child 
In Inventing the Child, Joseph Zornado (2006) describes how Victorian imperialism 
invoked a racial hierarchy, which became the justification for widespread colonisation. 
Imperialism assumed a moral superiority, with which came a responsibility to dominate 
and subjugate less civilised peoples. Imperial authority carried with it the assumption of 
moral superiority, and thus ‘moral degradation followed the weak and poor – and 
especially the child’ (2006: 103). Zornado argues that as a consequence of imperialist 
thinking the practices of colonisation were applied to children with the moral imperative 
of maintaining a civil society. 
 
In the centuries immediately prior to the Victorian era, children had been broadly framed 
as ‘simple and irrational’ (Lamb 2008: 2). This perception may well have contributed to 
the Victorian belief in children’s moral inferiority, however Dr Edel Lamb asserts that 
the ‘conventional belief [was] that the child was the property of heaven’ (Lamb 2008: 2) 
– innocent and inherently good. During the Victorian era, perceptions shifted and children 
were reframed as savage, wicked and immoral (Zornado 2006: 104). The need to apply 
strict control in the raising of children was seen as essential to civil society.  
Figure 2: 2013 Photographer, Anne Geddes  
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Child-rearing practices of the time demanded complete subordination and tolerated often-
violent means of control, ‘The child’s power was allied with savagery, willfulness, 
indolence, wickedness and immorality’ (2006: 104). This placed a grave responsibility 
on parents. Children required strict guidance in the system of social hierarchy, and were 
required to demonstrate self-control through passive submission. The idea that children 
were morally degenerate and in need of strict discipline had implications not only within 
families but also for the future power and position of the race, and thus child-rearing 
became a focus for social reform (Zornado 2006). The colonised child was defined by 
adult concepts; they were spoken for and about by a growing field of professionals and 
were forced to accept their position as a moral imperative. As Burman points out (2008: 
11) these opposing imaginaries or connotations of the child as wicked or innocent, 
obscure complex realities and instead come to symbolise the broad social ideals of the 
time.  
 
2.1.4 The rise of childhood specialists 
Historian Jan Kociumbas (1997) gives an account of the rise of childhood professionals 
in Australia including social theorists and medical practitioners who claimed the ability 
to control the direction of social change. She describes how in the latter half of the 
nineteenth century professionals advocated taking great care with children as they 
represented the health of future society.  
Modern scientific child rearing was [seen as] essential to prevent racial 
degeneracy and ensure the ‘survival of the fittest’… These theories 
forcefully opposed the feminized ideal of childhood. Far from being 
asexual, ethereal, redemptive angels, now even white middle class children 
were biological organisms at an early stage of growth. (1997: 131) 
 
Proponents of Victorian imperialism vehemently opposed the modernist perspective, 
which viewed children as inherently good. In 1867 in England, one Dr. Maudsley 
declared that the  
‘purity and innocence of the child mind’ were nothing more than ‘poetic 
idealism and willing hypocrisy’. Children were selfish, greedy cruel little 
creatures revealing their passions without shame. (1997: 132) 
 
The future of the race was literally in the hands of mothers who were encouraged to follow 
the growing body of advice given by specialists.  
 
 26 
The impact of these ideas on children’s lives was significant. The popular belief was that 
the propagation of the race depended upon scientific guidance in all matters of child-
rearing, which subsequently eroded confidence in traditional practices and created 
considerable anxiety among parents. More recently, developmental psychology and brain 
research have maintained the scientific lens on perceptions of children. These new 
constructions have influenced the ways in which social policies regarding children’s 
welfare: schooling, employment and civic engagement have been framed. 
 
2.1.5 Child employment 
While the Victorian perception of childhood prevalent in the 1800s afforded children no 
personal agency, it did bring about positive advancements in education and protection. 
The renewed focus on childhood saw the introduction of mass education and labour laws 
regulating how children could be employed. These laws impacted upon traditional theatre 
practices, and forced a new aesthetic in the theatre (Davis 1986: 117) that limited 
children’s involvement and created new expectations of children’s capabilities.  
 
In the mid-1800s, children were employed in a broad range of roles across the 
entertainment industry: in pantomimes, dramas, musicals and street performances. Prior 
to the introduction of compulsory education, children were frequently in full-time 
employment, apprenticed to theatre houses or travelling companies. They performed as 
singers, actors, dancers and acrobats, often working long hours in varied conditions. 
Children were trained in the competencies required to perform, and ‘the experience was 
often a prelude to an adult career in the theatre’ (Davis 1986: 118). While theatre 
audiences expected to see children in the theatre and enjoyed watching them, a growing 
concern about their welfare saw increasing investigation by authorities into the practices 
of the entertainment industry.   
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2.1.6 Child exploitation 
Educators and child welfare professionals began to express concern regarding the 
exploitation of children by commercial enterprises in the late 1800s. They drew attention 
to the economic priorities of the theatre and its associated training schools, as well as the 
exploitative nature of their practices. Critics argued that children had become the ‘stock 
in trade’ of the training schools, which made high demands on them and resisted parental 
interference (Davis 1986: 118). The English Education Act of 1876 made attendance at 
academic schooling compulsory; however, the Act was inconsistently applied, and 
theatres and training schools frequently disregarded the law. Pressure persisted and the 
theatre industry faced a situation in which the changing view of childhood threatened to 
reshape the way performances could occur.  
 
Education critics were locked in battle with the theatres over the welfare of children, with 
each claiming the moral high ground. The theatres argued that they were ‘rescuing 
children from the gutter’ (Davis 1986: 130) and providing them with the skills and 
confidence for productive adulthood, while education critics argued that children were 
nothing more than economic commodities of the theatre. The pressure of legislation 
mounted with the most vehement of the ‘reformers objective … to prohibit children from 
working in the theatre’ (Davis 1986: 130). 
 
In 1876, North America passed the Act to Prevent and Punish Wrongs to Children. The 
law made it ‘illegal for any person to exhibit children “singing, playing on musical 
instruments, rope or wire dancing, begging or peddling, or [performing] as a gymnast, 
contortionist, rider or acrobat”’ (Vey 2001). Similarly in England, The Children’s 
Dangerous Performances Act of 1879 was introduced, which restricted the types of 
performances children were able to undertake. Both of these Acts targeted circus, cabaret 
and street performers and aimed to address the disturbing occurrence of abuses being 
reported. In America, the laws were seen as anti-Italian as many migrant families who 
were uneducated and illiterate made their living by performing (Vey 2001: 61). In 
England there was also a class element to the laws, in which ‘the protection of acrobatic 
and other novelty performers was regarded as a necessary and distinct case from that of 
legitimate child actors, dancers and pantomime supernumeraries’ (Davis 1986: 129).  
The laws in both countries were selective in their application.  
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America’s most active lobby group, the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children 
(SPCC)  
 
…did not interfere with the employment of children in all types of theatre. 
Its efforts focused on children working in lower-class entertainments: street 
musicians, saloon singers, circus performers, and variety acts. (Vey 2001: 
56) 
 
The audiences attending these forms of entertainment were described as ‘idle, profligate 
and vulgar’ (Vey 2001: 56). 
 
While it was clear that serious abuses did take place, children’s involvement in the theatre 
continued where the environment was considered appropriate. While significantly limited 
in comparison to earlier years, the employment of children in middle-class forms of 
theatrical entertainment was unofficially sanctioned. In these theatre houses, children 
served the purpose of ‘scenic adornments who wore costumes and moved in such a way 
as to enhance the pictorial spectacle’ (Davis 1986: 119). With the exclusion of children 
from circus and variety style performing, and the limitations placed on their involvement 
in pantomimes, dramatic plays became one of the few legitimate performance contexts 
for children. While some theatre managers continued to resist the introduction of laws 
that limited children’s involvement, prominent American manager Augustin Daly 
asserted that: 
 
Employing children on the stage is ‘needless and hurtful – except when the 
character represented by the child is a component part of the play and 
indispensable to the plot or story. (Vey 2001: 57)  
 
2.1.7 The shift in children’s social positioning  
By the late 1800s, the focus on shaping children for civil society had resulted in 
significant changes in the way they were viewed and participated in society.  Children’s 
role in the entertainment industry was diminished; they played minor roles in middle-
class plays depicting adult-defined characters. As is the case in many mainstream theatres 
today, children were ‘something of a confection’ – an unnecessary but novel addition and 
a ‘sign of a certain amount of expense and inconvenience’ that indicated ‘conspicuous 
consumption’ in the cultural forms of the wealthy (Ridout 2006: 105).  
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Ironically, while children’s role in the commercial theatre was being minimised, there 
was a simultaneous recognition that theatre – or more specifically drama – could in fact 
be advantageous to child development. By the early 1900s, educators who opposed 
children performing in the theatres defended drama as a beneficial activity for ‘building 
individual identity in children’, and advocated ‘the artist child’ and ‘drama as recreation’ 
(Vey 2001: 56). Two discrete areas of practice began to emerge that are still prevalent 
today: the trained child performing in respectable middle-class theatre; and drama in 
education. 
 
Since the early changes to child employment brought about by the introduction of child 
labour laws and compulsory education, there has been a steady strengthening of child 
rights that is reflected in government legislation across the West. Our fears about seeing 
children on stage reflect a long history of struggle to improve the position of children in 
society and to protect their welfare. At present, the Child Employment Act (2006) and 
Child Employment Regulation (2006) are the regulatory instruments dictating the terms 
of employment for children in Queensland. Producers and creatives working with 
children enact regulations through The Children and Young Workers Code of Practice 
(2006). The laws and regulations enable children to perform in theatres within guidelines 
that assert their right to education and respect their need for protection from harm.  
 
While mainstream theatre continues to utilise child performers as symbols of innocence 
and wickedness, the broader social context suggests that respect for children’s capacities 
and rights has strengthened over recent years: ‘A strong presumption in favour of 
involving children in decisions on matters that directly affect them has developed in a 
number of areas of law, public policy and professional practice’ (Butler 2005). Modern 
families are becoming increasingly democratic, and most children enjoy decisive 
influence in decision-making – including about where a family lives, what car they buy 
and where they go on holidays (Butler 2005). Children’s power to influence household 
decision-making may well furnish a potentially damaging construction of the child as 
consumer (Bagdikian 2000, Marshall and Todd 2010, Furnham and Barry 2012); 
however, it does indicate a shift in society’s view of children’s capacities and rights.  
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Social analysts continue to play an important role in popular thought as Victorian 
anxieties about the social implications of parenting continue to pervade our thinking. Tim 
Gill (2007), one of the leading social commentators on childhood in the United Kingdom, 
raises concerns about the growth of ‘the risk-averse society’ in which children are 
physically restricted due to excessive parental control. Former New York columnist 
Lenore Skenazy (2009) achieved notoriety for her promotion of ‘free range kids’. She 
argues that many parents unnecessarily ‘bubble wrap’ their children in the belief that 
ordinary life is dangerous. Australian psychologist, social researcher and novelist Hugh 
Mackay (1997) asks whether children will ever reach their potential with ‘helicopter 
parents’ constantly hovering overhead. A tension exists between the freedoms afforded 
to children for their social and cognitive development and the restrictions required for 
their protection.  
 
2.1.8 Respecting children’s capacities  
Cognitive development theories championed by developmental psychologist Jean Piaget 
(1952) propose that children are capable of constructing knowledge and require 
stimulating environments in which to do so. More recent neuroscientific research 
(Diamond 1964, Greenbough and Black 1992, Gordon 2003) indicates that the brains of 
children function at higher rates than that of their adult counterparts and that they 
experience critical periods of development in which large amounts of information can be 
processed and retained. Proponents of this research posit that a three-year-old’s brain may 
be twice as active as that of an adult and that rapid development persists through to 
approximately twelve years of age (Brotherson 2005). This perspective highlights the 
capacities of young children and the importance of the early years in a child’s education. 
The brain science remains contentious as key studies in the field (Diamond 1964, 
Greenbough and Black 1992, Gordon 2003) have been carried out on rats rather than 
children however, it does bring into question the long held Aristotelian deficit position 
and supports the assertion that children are not merely empty vessels but competent at 
constructing knowledge.  
 
Loreman (2009) reports widespread support in the educational community for a view of 
children that positions them as competent, capable individuals with sharpened cognitive 
abilities, creative capacities and rich communication skills.  
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Rather than setting up a dichotomy of authority and subordinate between children and 
adults, he identifies the role of adults in provoking and scaffolding children’s 
explorations. This position recognises children’s abilities, and identifies the processes 
through which they might be exercised. It is possible then to conceive that as well as 
absorbing established knowledge transmitted by supportive adults, children may also 
have the capacity to create, problem solve and philosophise with impressive facility. 
Constructivist pedagogues have been advocating this approach for over 50 years 
(Vygotsky, Hanfmann and Vakar 1962) however, the Aristotelian assumption that 
learning is directed towards fully functioning adulthood means that the ‘competent 
learner’ can still be seen as working toward future mastery.  
 
A tension now exists in which large segments of the artistic and educative communities 
recognise children’s abilities and right to civic engagement while at the same time 
accepting their need for adult guidance and protection. The challenge that now confronts 
us is to resist the use of limiting assumptions in educating our children and homogenising 
metaphors when making art and instead create environments in which adults can work 
with children to contribute to the dynamism and development of society. Matthews 
suggests that children ‘may now be much more free, open, inquisitive and yes, 
philosophical thinkers than they will be when they grow up’ (2004: 52). He suggests that 
respecting children as competent thinkers and encouraging philosophical thought brings 
three potential benefits: children will become better thinkers; adults will acquire a fresh 
perspective; and the possibility of having a genuine two-way conversation will produce 
better relationships between children and adults. 
 
Theatre and art have the capacity to expand our understanding of who we are as 
individuals and how we choose to live as a society. However, children have historically 
been excluded from anything more than a token presence in mainstream theatre and are 
limited in their influence elsewhere in society. If we encourage the expression of 
children’s ideas and perspectives, a clearer picture of how they experience the world may 
open a new space that could inform the way we develop as a society.  
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Matthews (2004) suggests that if we begin to follow this path, children will carry these 
processes into adulthood, creating the: 
 
… real possibility that the freshness, inventiveness, openness 
inquisitiveness and imagination of childhood will be preserved, even 
enhanced, in adult life rather than simply being replaced by routinized 
competencies, no matter how vital those competencies are. (53) 
 
The theatre is steeped in ‘routinized competencies’ (53). It is a discipline with a body of 
associated knowledge and skills. The majority of child performers are currently inducted 
into mainstream theatre contexts through discipline training carried out in schools and in 
extracurricular programs. However respecting their current capacities opens up the 
possibility of exploring children’s innovative potential and developing strategies for 
innovative theatre practice.  
 
2.1.9 Summary 
The concept of childhood is one that throughout history has been defined and articulated 
by adults. Representations of children sit in opposition to those of adulthood and in their 
delineation reveal adult values, beliefs and priorities. Few historical records exist that 
give us a clear picture of how children experience their early period of dependency. This 
is in part due to adult assumptions regarding the limited competencies of children and the 
need for strict controls to ensure appropriate socialisation. Theatrical practitioners 
throughout history have exploited adult perceptions of childhood and colonised the minds 
and bodies of children in performance to create evocative and emotive images. 
Pedagogues, psychologists and neuroscientists have offered new ways of thinking about 
children’s needs and competencies that have significant implications for theatre practice. 
If we are able to respect children for their current competencies and allow ourselves to be 
open to their ‘inquisitiveness’ and ‘inventiveness’ (53), then there is potential for the 
theatre to become a vehicle for the exercise, exploration and articulation of children’s 
ideas, perspectives and experiences. 
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2.2 THEATRE FOR CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE 
This study contributes to a body of research in the field of Theatre for Children and Young 
People (TYP) that aims to further our understanding of the processes and purposes of 
theatre making in the field of TYP practice. This section outlines a shift toward 
democratisation that has seen an increasing acceptance of children and young people’s 
capacities as producers of art and an expansion of the tools and processes of theatre-
making. While it does not represent a comprehensive survey of the field it highlights the 
evolution of key social and aesthetic discourses that are foundational in my practice.  
 
Theatre for Children and Young People is an overarching term used in Australia to 
describe theatre created for young audiences as well as works created by young artists 
independently or in collaboration with adults in a range of contexts. The state of 
Queensland’s current action plan for children and young people in the arts: Arts Culture 
+ Me (Arts Queensland 2008: 2) identifies young people as up to thirty years of age while 
the federal arts body identifies the upper age limit as twenty six (Australia Council 2003: 
7). The separation between children and young people in the field is not always clearly 
stated, indeed the word ‘children’ is commonly dropped from the title and specified only 
within particular projects and initiatives.  
 
Activities undertaken in the sector include the development of immersive and experiential 
works for the very young; scripted plays performed by adult actors; skill development 
workshops; group devised works as well as initiatives that build pathways to industry for 
young artists. These activities take place in youth companies, the education programs of 
main stage companies and in service organisations and festivals (ASSITEJ Australia, 
2008). The Theatre for Young People sector caters for a multifarious demographic with 
diverse needs and expectations within a highly dynamic environment.  
 
2.2.1 Child-centredness and the discourse of empowerment  
Theatre for Children and Young People has followed a political trend towards social and 
cultural democratisation that commenced in the mid-nineteenth century. A key initiator 
of change was German philosopher Karl Marx whose ideas had a significant impact on 
theatre practice.  
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Marx’s theories prompted artists to question how theatre might be used to advance social 
change and more specifically ‘where knowledge [was] situated and whose cultural 
experiences [were] reproduced in theatre making’ (Nicholson 2005: 12).  
 
While Marx was focussed on class struggle the broad idea that theatre may operate as an 
oppressive force excluding particular groups in favour of affirming and perpetuating a 
particular set of values entered the consciousness of theatre makers, highlighting the 
absence of children and young people’s experience. In 1928, social theorist and 
philosopher Walter Benjamin wrote a ‘Program of a Proletarian Children’s Theatre’ in 
which he echoed Marxist ideologies and called for a new consciousness. Benjamin 
advocated ‘a theatre that addresses the concerns of the majority of children – who, then 
as now, are poor and disadvantaged – fuses play and reality and allows children to become 
more conscious of how they explore the forces that act upon them’ (Zipes 2003: 19).  
 
In the subsequent decades influential theatre directors of adult works Bertolt Brecht 
(1898-1956), Joan Littlewood (1914-2002) and Augusto Boal (1931-2009) embraced the 
discourse of empowerment and sought critically to engage audiences through the 
development of new theatrical forms. By the 1970s audiences were moving beyond 
critical engagement to become participants in the creation of artistic works alongside 
practicing artists. Defined as Community Cultural Development, this new field of arts 
practice focussed on social change and operated within a philosophy of access, equity and 
participation. (Nicholson 2005). 
 
The shift in thinking initiated by Marx was reflected also in the emergence of the 
educational philosophy of critical pedagogy in the early 1970s. This aims to develop 
student and teacher consciousness of the ways in which particular social structures, 
including schools, ‘perpetuate or reproduce the social relationships and attitudes needed 
to sustain the existing dominant economic and class relations’ (McLaren 2007: 64). 
Influential education reformists Paulo Freire, Henry Giroux, John Dewey and others, 
sought to overturn hierarchical transmissions of knowledge and instead place the student 
at the centre of learning (Nicholson 2005).   
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Child-centredness and the ethos of empowerment gaining momentum in the fields of 
theatre and education created productive conditions for the emergence of youth specific 
theatre companies in the 1960s and early 1970s. These companies placed young people 
at the centre of the art making process. In Australia these companies became the Theatre 
for Young People (TYP) sector, and in 1972 the Australian Youth Performing Arts 
Association (AYPAA) was established (Leask 2005). During the succeeding decades, 
youth arts companies provided opportunities for young people to become active 
producers of their own works, assisted by professional artists who facilitated artistic 
processes. In 1989 the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child validated 
the direction of TYP companies in its declaration of children’s right to form and express 
their own views and to participate in cultural life and the arts. The move away from the 
traditions of English pantomime, the use of children as novelty and educational 
didacticism toward critical and participative engagement prompted a significant shift in 
artists’ approach to performance making, which has resulted in innovations in theatrical 
processes and products.   
 
Participatory youth theatre, in which young people develop works in collaboration with 
professional artists, was generating innovative works that focussed primarily on the upper 
age bracket of the youth spectrum while children below twelve years of age were under-
represented in the field. Much of the progressive theoretical thinking and practice for 
younger children came from the writings of pedagogical theorists and developmental 
psychologists such as Lev Vygotsky, Jerome Bruner and Elliot Eisner who view children 
as active learners constructing knowledge through interaction with their environment. 
These theorists advocate for the positioning of children as co-artists together with teachers 
who scaffold their thinking and problem solving. The Drama-in-Education movement 
incorporated constructivist concepts in their practice. They employed forms and 
processes that build dramatic frameworks within which the concerns and experiences of 
participants can be explored. Process Drama, a dominant form of Drama in Education, 
developed from the work of Dorothy Heathcote and Gavin Bolton in British classrooms 
during the 1960s and 1970s and remains an influential practice across Australia today.   
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In addition to drama, education settings also supported Theatre-in-education (TIE) 
(Hunter and Milne 2005, Mack 2008) that provided a largely traditional theatrical model 
that saw trained groups of actors visit educational institutions to deliver curriculum 
content in a performative framework. Still prevalent today, these performances frequently 
embody a TYP sensibility, often issues-based and encouraging audience participation; 
however, children are rarely performers in these works and have little or no involvement 
in their creation. Counter to these forms – which all carry an element of the socialist ideal 
– are performances for children, which appear in traditional theatres, written, directed and 
performed by adults. Academic and educator Jack Zipes explains that while he has: 
 …often been struck by the excitement and pleasure children exude when 
they watch live performance … they are being introduced into prescribed 
ways of performance … [that] do not lead to self exploration or critical 
examination of their environment. (2003: 13) 
 
While traditional in-theatre performances, TIE and Drama-in-Education remained the 
dominant forms available to younger children, by the mid 90’s youth theatre companies 
were transitioning to contemporary performance practices as the sector firmly entrenched 
itself as a branch of the theatre industry (Hunter and Milne 2005:10).  
 
2.2.2 Contemporary performance practice 
Social, political and educational discourses that gained momentum during the 1960s 
through to the 1990s were wide-ranging in their impact on the theatre industry. A new set 
of aesthetic values was being applied to contemporary performance and Theatre for 
Children and Young People. A move toward authenticity and non-mimetic gestures 
created a new focus for artists. The acceptance of children and young people as cultural 
agents coincided with the emergence of new technologies to create conditions conducive 
to the emergence of new theatrical modalities. The set of forms and conventions emerging 
in TYP practice intersected with much broader changes in mainstream theatre. Narrative-
based theatre had experienced a rupturing of form that held potential for the introduction 
new theatrical languages more conducive to the interests and capacities of children and 
young people.    
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In his influential work Postdramatic Theatre, Hans-Thies Lehmann (2006) identifies ‘the 
omnipresence of media in everyday life since the 1970s [as generating] a new multiform 
kind of theatrical discourse’ he defines as ‘postdramatic theatre’ (22). The postmodern 
shift from literary narrative toward this new theatre expanded notions of what constitutes 
performance. Lehmann lists some of the features of postmodernism that came to influence 
theatrical form: ambiguity, discontinuity, heterogeneity, pluralism and subversion (25). 
He defines the emergence of these forms and structures as a decomposition of Aristotelian 
poetics, which can be traced back to the late nineteenth century (48). He attempts to map 
this process and ‘develop an aesthetic logic of the new theatre’ (18) that challenges 
traditional notions of plot-driven narrative and mimetic representation and utilises 
multifarious forms, styles and dramaturgical structures. In her introduction to 
Postdramatic Theatre Karen Jüres-Munby, asserts that the postdramatic is more than 
simply a new way of making theatre. She emphasises Lehmann’s focus on the 
deconstructive and productive processes the new theatre deploys to examine theatrical 
form. Post then refers not to an:  
…epochal category, nor simply… a chronological ‘after’ drama, a 
‘forgetting’ of the dramatic ‘past’, but rather … a rupture and a beyond that 
continue to entertain relationships with drama and are in many ways an 
analysis and ‘anamnesis’ of drama. (Lehmann 2006: 2) 
 
Nicholas Ridout (2006) discusses the decomposition and reconstruction of theatre as a 
consistent characteristic of theatrical practice, and suggests that the efforts and failures of 
practitioners constitute a strength at the very core of theatrical purposiveness, ‘an 
ontology of theatre’. (7) 
Modernist theatre from [Wagner, through Joyce, Yeats and Stein, to Brecht 
and Beckett] offers a sustained ‘resistance’ to theatre and to theatricality as 
a value, and … in doing so, it performs acts of reform and rehabilitation in 
which theatre’s ‘wrongness’ becomes the motive for experimental 
theatrical production. (7) 
 
This would suggest that practitioners’ perpetual struggle with form embodies a 
revolutionary impulse that generates new possibilities for expression which enable theatre 
to challenge existing mores. Moreover, that theatre has always engaged in this process of 
renewal in a reflection of contemporary social conditions. Current changes in social value 
systems and theatrical convention continue to challenge the position of psychological 
realism, which dominated throughout the twentieth century.  
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Lehmann (2006) posits that Bertolt Brecht was key in driving early developments as he 
sought critically to engage audiences through the development of new theatrical forms. 
Brecht’s ‘epic theatre’ rejected the psychological interiority of realism and resisted 
subjective immersion. He approached acting in a demonstrative, highly stylised and 
external manner that drew attention to the political nature of the content.  His use of 
Verfremdungseffekt, the effect of estrangement, disrupted passive patterns of perception 
by audiences and instead stimulated critical reflection. Brecht’s engagement with broader 
social, cultural and political discourse gave rise to new forms of theatre, including 
documentary drama, verbatim and playback theatre, in which the narratives of everyday 
people were frequently used as the basis for performance texts. Reality dramas further 
enhanced the perceived authenticity of works by using non-actors who played themselves 
or characters with whom they were familiar through personal experience.  
 
The production of performances that dealt with everyday experiences, encouraged critical 
reflection and aimed for authenticity, affected audience expectations of the theatrical 
experience.  An appetite for authenticity and expressions of the ‘real’ was being cultivated 
by the new focus on social, cultural and political discourse.  Bourriaund (2002) describes 
how these concepts manifest in the fine arts. He defines ‘relational aesthetics … an art 
taking as its theoretical horizon the realm of human interactions and its social context, 
rather than the assertion of an independent and private symbolic space’ (2002: 14).  He 
notes the tendency of these works to highlight a kind of ‘cultural do-it-yourself and 
recycling, into invention of the everyday’ (2002:14) and agues that ‘the role of artworks 
is no longer to form imaginary and utopian realities, but to actually be ways of living and 
models of action within the existing real’ (2002: 13). This movement toward a culture of 
interactivity, authenticity and the real encompasses both artists and audiences; it spans 
artistic forms and is concerned with art’s ability to raise social consciousness. The 
innovations of theatre practitioners engaging in these new modes of practice disrupted 
conventional theatrical dramaturgy and created a new potentiality of theatre.  
 
With the development and subsequent omnipresence of new technologies, theorists and 
practitioners built on the innovations of the historical avant-garde to develop the 
multiform theatrical discourse of postdramatic theatre.  
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The revolutionary impulse to analyse the very structures and purpose of theatre enabled 
theatre makers working with young people to embrace them as co-artists and recognise 
their potential to generate new theatrical languages. Lehmann (2006) suggests that: 
[the] formal languages developed since the historical avant-gardes have 
become an arsenal of expressive gestures, which in postdramatic theatre 
serve as theatres response to changed social communication.  (23)  
 
While the new theatre’s structures and stylistic traits were a coalescence of a broad range 
of traditions a consistent characteristic of postdramatic works was a ‘renunciation of the 
traditions of dramatic form’ (Lehmann 2006: 26). Renewed attention was being placed 
on what constitutes performance, which broadened the scope of potential dramatic 
languages. Youth companies enthusiastically embraced the changes identifying their 
potential to empower young participants by broadening the palate of expressive modes. 
Young people’s awareness of changing social communications in the information age 
positioned them to make a significant contribution to postdramatic theatre’s expanding 
‘arsenal of expressive gestures’ (23). 
 
2.2.3 The arsenal of expressive gestures 
The ethos of empowerment prevalent in Australian TYP, coupled with the possibilities 
brought about by changes occurring in the mainstream industry drove a proliferation of 
new multi-disciplinary and multi-form performance born out of young people’s everyday 
experience (Hunter and Milne 2005: 5). Elements of young people’s grounded culture 
became transposed into theatrical languages; this gave performers greater control over 
the performance process and outcome and provided a ‘direct means of communication 
between performer and audience, particularly in the twelve to twenty-five age group.’ 
(2005: 5). Performance works created within the sphere of Theatre for Young People 
were specifically designed with youth audiences in mind and the use of youth specific 
languages was in part a deliberate strategy to engage young people as audience members.  
 
In 2005 Rosemary Myers, then artistic director of prominent youth theatre company 
Arena, linked the ethos of empowerment to form choices within her work when she stated 
that Arena’s mission and chief concern was ‘the very entwined notion of young people’s 
entitlement and engagement with the arts… entitlement and engagement feed the 
evolution of our art form’ (Myers 2005: 26).  
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Myers’ works experimented with diverse tools and processes through which young 
audiences might find relevance in the arts and young artist might find modalities of 
expression aligned with their current capacities and interests. Myers works incorporated 
digital media, freestyle motor cross, BMX riding, breakdancing, beat-boxing and hip-
hop. The company worked locally and in international collaborations and was part of a 
growing number of youth companies engaged in multidisciplinary performance making 
that aimed to ‘engage in the forms of cultural expression that young people…participate 
in and allow them to inform the development of performance languages’ (Myers 2005: 
29). 
 
Empowerment through access and participation was the driving principle behind TYP 
processes; issues of concern to the young participants and modes of expression specific 
to youth culture were at the core of practice. Performance works strove toward a new 
understanding of cultural, social and symbolic capital, which aimed to validate and 
celebrate the grounded culture of young people and their families. Performances often 
took place outside conventional theatres, were developed with minimal resources and 
challenged traditional perceptions of virtuosity. The quality of these works was 
considered contextual, and thus responsive to its own hierarchy of values (Bourdieu 
1986).  
 
While Youth Theatre operated primarily outside the sphere of mainstream industry 
practice the social, political and theatrical influences driving change throughout the 
modern and postmodern period meant that TYP developed to share many of postdramatic 
theatre’s aesthetic qualities: 
…more presence than representation, more shared than communicated 
experience, more process than product, more manifestation than 
signification, more energetic impulse than information. (Lehmann 2006: 
85) 
 
In her 2003 doctoral thesis Gattenhof makes the link between the distinguishing features 
of contemporary performance and TYP. She argues that ‘the inclusionary spirit of 
contemporary performance is particularly attuned to issues of place, personhood, cultural 
citizenship, and equity’ (2003: 78). This alignment opened up possibilities for Youth 
Theatre makers to address issues of agency; embrace culturally diverse populations and 
acknowledge young people’s embeddedness in popular culture.  
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The features of postdramatic works were readily employed in the expression of young 
peoples’ ideas, perspectives and experiences in performance.  
 
Perhaps the most significant aesthetic evolution of postdramatic work has been the use of 
new technologies and the diversity of their application in performance. Artists current 
engagement with technology reflects a seismic shift in social and cultural practices played 
out in schools, workplaces and homes where the skills required to operate emerging 
technologies are practiced and honed for both entertainment and training. With their 
proliferation in the 80s and 90s information was suddenly ubiquitous; mobile phones, 
email, webcams and Facebook dramatically expanded our capacity to communicate and 
computer games usurped the dominant role of toys and television.  
 
In his 2007 work titled Digital Performance Steve Dixon details the ways in which artists 
at the cutting edge of performance adopted new technologies in their perpetual search for 
fresh means of expression and communication. Bolter and Grusin (2000) refer to these 
works in which mediation occurs through digital technologies as ‘mediatised’. Digital 
projection, video conferencing, webcams, virtual environments: MUDs and MOOs, 
animation software and motion capture were part of a diverse and ever increasing list of 
technologies that were utilised in performance development and presentation. Dixon’s 
work describes the evolution of an emergent genre of ‘digital performance’ in which 
‘computer technologies play a key role rather than a subsidiary one in content, techniques, 
aesthetics, or delivery forms’ (2007: 103).  
 
John Reaves (1995) explains how The Gertrude Stein Repertory Theatre developed an 
education program in which students from different cities and countries worked together 
using videoconferencing and other collaborative tools to develop performance projects. 
Headlines Theatre in Vancouver Canada connected with audiences across the globe 
engaging them in real time as participants in theatrical forums, while Robert LePage and 
George Coates incorporated video projection and animation into onstage environments. 
Other artists invited their audiences to experience and manipulate technologies first hand 
(Dixon 2007: 2) amid what Reaves describes as a ‘multimedia frenzy’ in which ‘artists 
[were] presented with an incredible opportunity’ (Reaves 1995).   
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He details the ways in which The Gertrude Stein Repertory Theatre experimented with 
new technologies at every stage of performance making to ‘previsualize a production as 
much as possible before the rehearsal period…[and] to support traditional physical 
production’ ultimately they observed that ‘the tools of production [began] to influence 
[their] aesthetic. The process becomes part of the product’ (Reaves 1995). Postdramatic 
theatre was using technology to challenge habitual perceptions, it animated the tools of 
production in an innovation of theatrical aesthetics transforming theatre making practices 
and expanding the ‘arsenal of expressive gestures’ (Lehmann 2006: 23).  
 
Debate existed with regard to the theatricality of the experience when mediatised forms 
were employed (Phelan 1993). Technology held the potential to undermine the 
ephemerality of the live performance introducing repeatable elements that reduced the 
liveness of the event.  Despite theoretical debate the aesthetic scope and opportunities for 
interaction afforded by technology were highly seductive to artists. In his defence of new 
technologies, Reaves affirms Lehmann’s argument that it is reinvention that is at the core 
of theatrical ontology and calls for theatre makers to embrace technology as a natural 
progression of an art-form that has always been eclectic in nature. 
 
‘We can take a timid, parochial view of what theatre is, or an aggressive, 
imperialistic one. Theatre has always been an integrative, collaborative art 
which potentially (and sometimes actually) includes all art: music, dance, 
painting, sculpture, etc. Why not be aggressive in the tumultuous contest of 
the Digital Revolution? Why not claim all interactive art in the name of 
theatre? (Reaves 1995) 
 
Any ontological distinction between live and the mediated modalities in performance may 
well be a moot point in the realm of theatre for children and young people.  
 
Often referred to by the epithets ‘net generation’ (Tapscott 1998), ‘digital natives’ 
(Prensky 2001) and ‘clickerati’ (Harel-Caperton 2003) the current generation 
‘increasingly communicate through electronic devices, and from their earliest years of 
formal education are learning the skills of media production and analysis, including 
expression and editorial decision-making (Rogow 2011: 11). The use of digital 
technology in Theatre for Young People reflects the media-rich world they now inhabit 
and its stripping away may well be an anachronistic gesture met with bemusement by 
young artists.   
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2.2.4 Acting and not-acting 
The developing ‘arsenal of expressive gestures’ (Lehmann 2006: 23) emerging in both 
Theatre for Young People and postdramatic theatre, evolved from new understandings 
about what constitutes performance.  Kirby (1972: 5) posits that new performance 
modalities arose ‘under the direct influence of Happenings’; performance events that took 
place in public space and which blurred the boundaries between acting and reality. 
Richard Schechner examines the related notion of performativity which he describes as 
‘something that is “like a performance” without actually being a performance in the 
orthodox or formal sense’ (Schechner 2006: 123). Postdramatic theatre opens up the 
notion of performativity so as to include actions that are not representational. 
 
Rather it is a matter of authentic presence of the individual performers, 
who appear not as mere carriers of intention external to them whether this 
derives from the text or the director. They act out their own corporal logic 
within a given framework: hidden impulses energy dynamics and 
mechanics of body and motorics. Thus, it is problematic to see them as 
agents of discourse of a director who remains external to them. (Lehmann 
2006: 32) 
 
In his article ‘On Acting and Not-Acting’, Michael Kirby (1972) describes a continuum 
(Figure 3) that moves from not-acting to acting; a ‘scale that measures the amount or 
degree of representation, simulation, impersonation and so forth in performance 
behaviour’ (1972: 9). He describes acting in a similar way to Esslin’s 1988 concept of 
dramatic performance, meaning ‘to feign, to simulate, to represent, to impersonate’ 
(Kirby 1972: 3). This approach is employed in traditional dramatic performance in which 
the actor is ‘embedded, as it were in matrices of pretended or represented, character, 
situation, place and time’ (1972: 4). Not-acting or performing, sits at the other end of the 
continuum and includes performance modalities utilised in TYP.  
 
 
 
Figure 3: sourced from Kirby 1972, 8 
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Children in performance have been variously positioned across the continuum. Myers’ 
BMX riders may be categorised as non-matrixed performing, aware of their role as 
performers but without the need for a defined matrix of character, situation place or time. 
More contemporary examples include the ‘social practice’ (Davis 2013) art works of 
Mammalian Diving Reflex and their Haircuts by Children and Children’s Choice Awards. 
 
Child actors in dramatic narratives and musicals are positioned at the opposite end of the 
spectrum in the ‘complex acting’ category. These children take on styles and 
characterisations that portray people and situations that may be entirely foreign to them. 
In the centre of the continuum sits ‘“Received” acting’ in which the performer is in fact 
not acting at all, but rather ‘received’ as such because the performer appears on stage or 
within a strong matrix. An example of 
this in practice is Romeo Castellucci’s 
2008 Inferno. In this work Castellucci 
placed a box full of toddlers on the 
stage surrounded by a foreboding 
environment. The box consisted of two-
way mirrors and the children appeared 
innocently unaware of both the 
audience and the stage  
environment as they played.  
 
  
Figure 4: Inferno, Romeo Castellucci 2008 (Photo 
courtesy of Societas Raffaello Sanzio)  
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The practice component of this PhD investigation: Joy Fear and Poetry, experiments 
across the continuum prompted by Kirby’s provocation that it is at the boundaries of these 
categorisations that ‘insights into acting theory and the nature of art’ may be found (Kirby 
1972: 3). 
 
2.2.5 Authenticity and the real 
Authenticity is used in this study in a deliberately provocative manner, to question how 
theatre making with children is created and perceived. While performance theory often 
casts theatricality and authenticity as ‘theatrical antagonists’ (Voskuil 2004) the term is 
nonetheless widely used in TYP and other forms of devised practice. The relationship 
between theatricality and authenticity has come under renewed scrutiny in current 
discourses surrounding new performance modalities and their perceived purpose and 
value. However, authenticity is problematic when employed to guide perception and 
judgment given its variable applications in a range of contexts.  
 
What is Authenticity? 
In his article ‘What is Authenticity?’ Theo Van Leeuwen (2001) draws on a range of 
theoretical perspectives to define the term and its usage. First, it may identify an object 
as ‘genuine’, meaning that its origin or ‘authorship are not in question’ (2001: 392). 
Second, it may indicate that an object is an original manifestation rather than a copy. 
Beyond these notions of provenance that may be objectively proven Van Leeuwen 
suggests there is also a social authority of ideas. In these instances, an object’s 
authenticity becomes subjective. One might consider something authentic if it is a 
‘faithful reconstruction or representation’ of the original object or if it is considered to be 
‘true to the essence of something’. The term is thus contestable and may be used to 
describe quite different processes of theatrical production from verbatim theatre to 
faithful reproductions of classic texts. Goodman argues that an artwork is always 
authentic under one definition or another. He explains that: 
 
…value is often placed on an aesthetic object being “genuine”, “authentic” 
and so on, but nothing is “authentic per se…Everything is authentically 
what it is and not authentically what it is not”. (2007) 
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Goodman’s comment identifies the difficulty inherent in employing authenticity as a 
criterion for evaluating performance. Van Leeuwen (2001) agrees that the term is 
polysemic but points out that ‘authenticity is an evaluative concept’ (392). Its very 
purpose is to establish the nature of something. Judgments about authenticity can thus 
only be determined through a clear understanding of the referent under consideration. 
While the term may appear too problematic to be useful in academic investigation Helen 
Freshwater (2012) identifies its tenacity in everyday language and argues that rather than 
dismissing the term as ‘ontologically and ideologically naïve’ (156) it may be more 
productive to engage in an examination of the paradoxes inherent in its use. In this way 
its ubiquitous application in our culture might be more fully grasped (Voskuil 2004: 18). 
Using Joy Fear and Poetry as a site of investigation, this study examines the types of 
authenticity being evoked when adults and children work together to create co-authored 
texts in the theatre.  
 
Van Leeuwen (2001) expands on the definition of authenticity as ‘true to the essence of 
something’ explaining that ‘one such essence is the “self”, constructed as a constant and 
unified “character”’ (393). In this interpretation authenticity depends on ones ability to 
be true to their inner identity. Freshwater (2012: 157) explains that this understanding 
emerged in tandem with theories of individualism and self-governance which were also 
key drivers in the TYP era of empowerment and the push toward child-centred learning 
in education. Key in the development of these ideas was Jean Paul Sartre’s concept of the 
self in which ‘individuals make decisions in good or bad faith in order to establish an 
authentic or inauthentic relation with the self’ (McNay 2013: 153). Being true to oneself 
and free to exercise autonomy is a seductive proposition and authenticity thus became 
widely employed as a term of approbation. 
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Essentialist interpretations of authenticity reflected in the words: self, self-governance, 
self-mastery, autonomy, sovereignty and truth, are problematised throughout this study. 
Despite this, they have been usefully employed in Joy Fear and Poetry with the ethical 
intention of giving agency to the child performers and creating an alignment between 
their performative gestures and their subjective understandings. However Essentialist 
interpretations are limited in their tendency to ignore children’s social, cultural and 
political contexts. ‘“[S]elf”, as a unified character’ (Van Leeuwen 2001: 393) suggests a 
fixed identity that ignores the dynamism of context and potential for growth. McNay 
(2013) points out that ‘autonomy’ may well just be ‘a moment in the process of social 
interaction which has been artificially privileged’ (149). From this perspective, 
authenticity can be viewed as an ephemeral ‘self’, ‘true’ perhaps in a single moment but 
open to change given the dynamic circumstance of its on-going construction. To claim 
authenticity as an expression of ‘self’ without reference to context creates an artifice that 
denies many factors including the connectedness of children and adults (Langford 2010).  
 
The practices employed in the development of Joy Fear and Poetry aim to enable 
children’s self-expression whilst acknowledging and highlighting the ‘communicative 
structures’ (McNay 2013: 149) within which they operate. The study therefore puts 
forward an interpretation of authenticity that emphasises interconnectedness. Before 
expanding on this concept, we must first examine how the Essentialist position has 
become so entrenched in our thinking and has taken on the status of inherent good.  
 
Authenticity and TYP and Education 
The ethos of empowerment currently underpinning TYP practice dictates that authorship 
should in large part reside with the young artists. Unlike conventional theatre in which 
actors attempt to faithfully represent the vision of the writer and director, youth theatre 
companies generally work collaboratively to devise performance. Great care is taken to 
enable self-governance by the young artists and to facilitate expression though the 
grounded or ‘authentic' cultures of young people. Facilitated by an adult artist the children 
and young people have high levels of personal ownership over the performance outcome. 
Moreover, a link is made between young people’s authorship and the ‘authenticity’ of the 
artistic product.   
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Audiences familiar with TYP may safely assume that the young people conceptualised, 
wrote and performed the work. The role of the adult artist in these instances is to support 
the expression of young people’s voices drawing the artistic vision and content from the 
participant group. Professional artists working in this context are positioned as facilitators 
who enable children and young people’s artistic processes.  This tradition was firmly 
established in the late seventies with little movement in the focus of many youth 
companies since that time.  
 
In a 1982 issue of Lowdown, the key journal for youth arts in Australia, Ian Chance 
asserted that:  
Youth theatres speak with the natural voice of youthful concern, theirs is 
not a learned radicalism nor a didactic impressed by propagandist teachers. 
Clearly, the majority of tutors and directors of youth theatre see their role 
as facilitators encouraging confidence in self expression, and as teachers 
providing only the necessary skills for the dramatic enactment of this 
expression. (14) 
 
Empowerment through active participation was also being explored in the field of 
education. Theorists John Dewey (1916) and Jean Piaget (1973) initiated a trend toward 
child-centred education that aimed to empower children by encouraging them to take 
ownership of their own learning. Teachers promoted children’s independence by creating 
environments that facilitated experimentation. Professor of education Sharon Ryan 
(2005) explains that a child-centred curriculum:  
 
…  begins with the needs and interests of the child and responds to the 
unique characteristics of childhood. Teachers use their knowledge of how 
children develop to structure learning experiences that facilitate children’s 
learning through play and discovery. Children, therefore, are viewed as 
active learners who require freedom from adult authority to explore ideas 
independently and make sense of their world. (2005: 99) 
 
Child-centredness sits in opposition to authoritarian models in which the teacher 
directs learning.  
  
 49 
Authenticity in Contemporary Theatre  
Richard Schechner (2012) identifies a trend toward ‘authenticity’ in contemporary 
theatre practice across the sectors describing it as a ‘…self-referencing reflexive 
mode of performing’ (117) that intends to give audiences something real. 
 
‘[This] is who we really are and what we really do’ … the performer [is] 
asked to take off her traditional masks – to be an agent not of ‘playing’ or 
‘fooling,’ or ‘lying’ (kinds of public masquerade), but to tell the truth in 
some absolute sense. (2012: 117) 
 
In this sense we might understand ‘authenticity’ as not an imitation or copy. Actors are 
not mimetically reproducing a fictitious narrative but presenting something of themselves 
as performers – something real. Eckersall and Paterson (2011) argue that the impulse 
behind revealing truths in the theatre is a political one. In an article examining the 
‘aesthetic and political potential of the everyday’ they posit that expressions of the real 
represent an interest in addressing the political and social conditions of the world (178). 
They identify renewed interest in documentary, verbatim and other theatrical forms that 
make claims to ‘authenticity’ and suggest they are in ‘reaction to a perceived lack of 
diversity in the media and the increasing encroachment of tabloid formats on the reporting 
of current affairs and politics’ (Eckersall and Paterson 2011: 178). These forms provide 
the means by which social agents untrained in theatre practices might become authors and 
performers bringing with them an ‘authenticity’ grounded in their diverse real world 
experiences.  
 
The postdramatic works of contemporary theatre companies utilise ‘the dramaturgy of the 
real’ as a means of analysing theatre’s processes and purpose. Less concerned with the 
everyday realities of marginalised sectors of the community these works utilise ‘the real’ 
as a strategy for interrogating the mechanisms of representation. Aspects of ‘the real’ 
expose the crew and creatives as players in the construction of theatrical illusions.  
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Through the use of self-referential commentary by the performers the fictional frame is 
continually broken ‘dissolving clear distinctions between art and reality’ (Scheer 2011) 
and disrupting the aesthetic distancing that is a feature of traditional structures. Performers 
instead shift between character and actor commenting on the theatrical process.  
 
The threshold between the everyday and theatre is blurred here as actors 
appear as themselves, as transdimensional figures, as people moving 
between direct address, speech, dialogue, movement and mediatised 
presentations, as figures reenacting themselves and playing others. 
(Eckersall and Paterson 2011: 184) 
 
 These new everyday performance modalities create moments described by contemporary 
artists and theorists Tim Etchells, McDermott and Richard Maxwell as ‘the now’ ‘live 
moments’, ‘the energy in the room right now’ (Heathfield 2006). These moments play 
with notions of ‘the now’ they sit outside the fictional narrative and are frequently 
improvised; however they remain a highly constructed element of the performance. 
Claims to ‘authenticity’ relate to authorship during moments of improvised action but 
more generally to ‘reveal[ing] a truth’ about theatre itself.  
 
Lehmann (2006) explains how fields of practice that engage in the trend toward 
‘authenticity’ have been perceived as diminishing the artistic value of a work and 
replacing it with banal or trivial performance gestures (2006: 99). Indeed TYP, 
community theatre and contemporary performance, which all experiment with the 
expressions of the self, are subject to consistent critique on the basis of aesthetic quality. 
TYP practitioners argue that aesthetic value is highly contextual and that young people, 
and many artists, place great value on participating in performances that reflect their 
interests and concerns. At the same time, postdramatic artists questioned value through 
disruptions to accepted form. Lehmann points out that the sustained objection to the 
‘irruption of the real’ may simply be a ‘reluctance to engage with new modes of 
perception’ (2006: 99). Elements of the real are deployed as a means of questioning how, 
why and for whom theatre is made. Its purpose is to shift social understandings by 
revealing a kind of ‘truth’ that problematises habituated ways of seeing.   
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‘Authenticity’ and ‘the real’ are deployed in a broad range of contemporary performance 
fields and are expressed through various modalities: the inclusion of grounded aesthetics; 
the use of testimony and other material that might be read as ‘authentic’ and the meta-
theatrical strategies of postdramatic works. These varied approaches point toward a shift 
in practice and product that is yet to be fully realised. Lehmann argues that ‘contemporary 
theatre has extracted a central element of the postdramatic paradigm – by radically 
thematising it and by putting the real on equal footing with the fictive’ (2006: 103). 
 
The proliferation of new aesthetic gestures generated in the move away from fixed 
narrative structure and mimetic representation coalesce in varied configurations in 
contemporary performance works.  Some of the emergent gestures are directed toward 
‘the real’ but others appear at odds with the renewed focus on ‘authenticity’ and presence. 
Mediatised performance consciously imitates, copies and constructs. It problematises 
concepts of origin and authorship and yet forms an essential element of the new arsenal. 
In addition, what might be considered more traditional theatrical conventions are 
returning to the mix. Turner and Behrndt suggest that:  
 
As the new century begins, we seem to be seeing a strategic re-entry of 
narrative textuality and even representational strategies existing perhaps 
paradoxically, alongside an increased awareness of presence. (2008: 188) 
 
 In this environment of experimentation and change, contemporary performance making 
may be viewed as a process in which aesthetic gestures are drawn from an eclectic mix of 
emerging trends and theatrical traditions which form part of the continual decomposition 
and renewal of theatre (Lehmann 2006, Ridout 2006). 
 
Authenticity and the Actor 
Despite the critique of works that experiment with ‘authenticity’ the presence of a live 
performer has always brought an element of ‘the real’ to performance. No matter how 
fictional or representational the intention of a work, audiences remain aware of the nature 
of the interaction between themselves and the actor. Whilst they may agree to suspend 
disbelief and be absorbed by the illusion the live presence of the actor presents the 
potential for unintended actions that reveal elements of reality outside the fictive frame.   
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theatre is… a material process- walking, standing, sitting, speaking, 
coughing, stumbling, singing – and “sign for” walking, standing, sitting 
etc. Theatre takes place as practice that is at once signifying and entirely 
real. (Lehmann 2006: 102) 
 
The unique corporal logic of an individual performer may be evident even as they 
discipline their bodies to the task of signifying specified information to an audience. 
Performers accomplished in their craft may allow very few moments of ‘the real’ to be 
revealed. Their capacity for focus and restraint in masking any unintended actions is an 
aspect of their craft designed to deliver clear communications to an audience. Lehmann 
posits that within the context of conventional drama, which creates a fictional reality 
distinct from real life, any incidental action by performers may be considered as out of 
place as a typo in a novel (2006: 100). Any momentary lack of focus that reveals an 
involuntary physical gesture, tripping, pausing, sweating and the like, are aberrations to 
be avoided. In traditional theatrical forms the artistic value of the work is, in part, 
measured by the level of craft employed by the actor in their communication of the fictive 
character and situation. Ironically, this entirely mimetic mode of performing that masks 
realness might in some contexts be considered ‘authentic’ in that it is a ‘faithful 
reconstruction or representation’ (Van Leeuwen 2001: 392) of a particular reality. This 
faithfulness depends on a lack of interference from any element of the real, which may 
disrupt the cohesiveness of the representation.  
 
The carefully constructed matrix of situation and character in traditional dramatic 
narrative creates an audience expectation of a fully cohesive fictional world that relies on 
the suppression of the real. Nicholas Ridout (2006) identifies the unease experienced by 
audiences when children enter the stage. He suggests that ‘anxieties surface regarding 
exploitation and appropriateness. They are in the wrong place and may ruin the artifice’ 
(139) with an unintended ‘irruption of the real’ (133).  
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In this context the child performer represents a level of unpredictability that is out of place 
in well-crafted mimetic representation. However unintended signals may be of profound 
significance when the performer is a child. Director and academic Andrew Quick (2006) 
suggests that unlike the adult performer the child is less familiar with the symbolic 
languages and signifying systems of the theatre and society. Their performances therefore 
have the potential to offer something beyond the exploration and dissemination of 
established knowledge. The child performer who is given the freedom to break the 
signifying codes of representation may, as consequence, offer an unexpected performative 
gesture, either verbal or physical, that gives insight not only into their current experience 
but also into possibilities for the future as they grow and shape the world around them. 
These gestures are unknowable to the adult writer or director, they are unique to the 
individual performer, specific to their experience and unable to be pre-empted. Quick’s 
view understands the child as a signifier with the communicative potential to resist the 
connotative function of ‘the child’ as symbol and instead reveal something genuinely 
original or ‘authentic’ to audiences.   
 
2.2.6 Uncertainty and ethics 
As theatre shifts and changes with the ebb and flow of a dynamic society, forms converge, 
boundaries become unclear and audiences are positioned in new ways that raise 
uncertainty and prompt a re-evaluation of the theatrical event before them. The varied use 
of ‘the real’ in performance and the contextual nature of ‘authenticity’ create uncertainty 
in audiences whose political and social interests lie in their ability to make judgments 
about the ‘authenticity’ of a work. The blending of new and existing forms noted by 
Turner and Behrndt (2008: 188) problematise the application of familiar evaluative 
methods by audiences. Performance gestures that oscillate between the real and the 
represented, acting and not-acting, generate an ambiguity that becomes particularly 
problematic when viewed through a TYP or community theatre lens, which equate 
‘authenticity’ with notions of provenance and perceive the intention of work as one of 
participant empowerment. If ‘authenticity’ is understood as a state in which ‘authorship is 
not in question’ and authorship is expected to reside with the young performers then the 
degree of dramaturgy and direction employed by professional artists highlights 
‘authenticity’ in ways that does not occur in most postdramatic works.  
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In a series of works created by contemporary performance makers over the last decade, 
artists and children have worked together to produce performances that sit outside the 
traditional TYP frame of reference. Artistic control or contribution from the director and 
writer may be perceived as diminishing the ‘authenticity’ on which audiences determine 
the value of performance. Contemporary performance practitioners working with children 
and young people are thus subject to critique on a level that doesn’t occur in more 
conventional processes. The lens through which these works are interpreted is shaped by 
a history of empowering young people through theatrical and educative processes. If 
children are to perform in works that resist their role as connotative signifier and move 
beyond the intrinsic benefits of individual empowerment then adult artists working with 
children need to demonstrate a high degree of reflexivity in their practice. Their role in 
developing content with children and shaping its representation for an audience will be 
under scrutiny not only in terms of authorship and ‘authenticity’ but also through the 
ethical considerations of informed consent and artistic intent.  
 
In eliciting children’s expressions for use in performance ethical challenges arise with 
regard to the shaping and presenting of content for an audience.  This study takes a 
contemporary social science approach that identifies childhood as a social construction 
and children as competent social agents with the rights and capacities to participate in 
society (Einarsdottir 2003, 2005c; Matthews 2004; Qvortrup 2004; Stearns 2006; 
Loreman 2009). In addition, it considers children’s right to protection and privacy (Davis 
1986; Freeman 1998; Vey 2001). The challenge for artists is to find appropriate means 
by which children may exercise their freedom of expression while ensuring that their 
rights to protection and privacy as outlined in the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (1989) are not threatened in the process. This raises issues of informed 
consent that highlight children’s level of consciousness of the ways in which their 
expressions are framed and perceived by others. These positions can be difficult to 
navigate given the subjectivity of directors’ interpretations of competence and tolerance 
of risk.  
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While ‘authenticity’ is frequently deployed as a form of approbation Lehmann suggests 
that ‘irruptions of the real’ may in fact be ‘morally reprehensible and dishonest’ (2006: 
101). He identifies the spectacle of the gladiators, snuff films and the self-mutilation 
undergone in the name of performance art as examples of questionable practice. In these 
instances an audience’s desire for authenticity conflicts with their awareness of ethical 
considerations, the discomfort of which creates a powerful affective impact.  
 
In the postdramatic theatre of the real the main point is not the assertion of 
the real as such but the unsettling that occurs through the indecidability of 
whether one is dealing with reality or fiction… at this point we witness a 
displacement that all questions of morality undergo through theatre 
aesthetics in which there is a deliberate suspension of the clear line 
between reality … and spectorial event. (2006: 101) 
 
In the case of theatre with children the history of empowerment has encouraged deep 
engagement with ‘the real’ as a means of self-government through artistic expression, 
however as Lehmann points out not all  gestures onstage are unproblematic. In these 
situations, spectators need to be able to define their situation and take responsibility for 
their participation. He argues that to take a position as passive viewer ‘assumes that what 
is presented will be ‘socially and morally unproblematic’ (2006: 103) and postdramatic 
theatre removes this security. ‘By now playing with the real has become a widespread 
practice of new theatre  – most of the time not as an immediately political provocation but 
as a theatrical thematisation of theatre – and thereby the role of ethics within it’ (Lehmann 
2006: 103). In theatre with children the tension of what might be revealed in live moments 
rubs against the desire for ‘authenticity’ thereby creating an ethical dilemma for audiences 
that is further compounded by perceptions of directorial manipulation and control. Artists 
and audiences who desire ‘authenticity’ and resist adult intervention may well support 
gratuitous revelations by child performers that are both socially and morally problematic. 
In short, strategies for ethical practice need to address a broad range of aesthetic forms, 
processes and potential outcomes. Revealing truths cannot be assumed inherently worthy.  
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2.2.7 Authorship and collaborative practice 
An analysis of ethical practice in the development of new works with children must 
necessarily address issues of authorship. Interpretations of exactly what is meant by 
authorship and definitions of the author’s role in theatre have changed dramatically over 
time and influence the ways in which artwork is produced by artists and interpreted by 
audiences. Theatre making is a collaborative process in which teams of artists come 
together to produce a work.  
 
Regardless of whether or not artists are working with a predetermined script, the actors, 
director and designers all contribute to the authoring of the final product and may in some 
instances be credited as co-authors or co-writers. When this group of collaborators 
includes children, considerations of authorship and its potential to facilitate 
empowerment or exploitation are heightened due to a history of contention regarding 
children’s participation in the theatre.  
 
TYP artists and theorists, in the UK and Australia (Myers 2005, Hunter and Milne 2005) 
engage in an ongoing discourse that recognises the historical exploitation and limiting 
representations of children and young people in the theatre. They have successfully 
shifted dominant opinion within their field toward an ethos of empowerment. This raising 
of awareness with regard to children and young people’s right to personal sovereignty, 
shifts authorship of theatrical works into the hands of young people giving them a voice 
in the theatrical landscape. 
 
Cultural critic bell hooks [sic] (1989: 12) describes this process (within the context of 
African American women writers) as ‘coming to voice’, a process of enablement that 
occurs when marginalised groups find the means to articulate their experience in a broad 
social context.  
 
‘Coming to voice’ becomes a ‘revolutionary gesture’: ‘speaking becomes 
both a way to engage in active self-transformation and a rite of passage 
where one moves from being object to subject. Only as subjects can we 
speak. As objects, we remain voiceless – our beings defined and interpreted 
by others’. (hooks 1989: 12)  
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‘Coming to voice’ for children and young people in the theatre has created a binary 
between adult-authored and child/youth-authored works, designed to provide a space in 
which they might become artists in their own right, with all of the expressive potential of 
adults.  
 
While Theatre for Young people in the UK and Australia has traditionally employed 
collaborative processes, authorship is generally aligned with the group of young people 
rather than jointly with their adult collaborators. However, approaches that mark a strict 
divide in authorship are somewhat questionable here, particularly when a group is 
homogenised under a title such as: young people. Since Barthes first proclaimed the 
“Death of the Author” in his 1968 essay, purist notions of authorship have come under 
scrutiny as postmodern theorists problematise the concept of a definitive author. 
  
Originating from the Latin ‘auctor’, meaning father, originator instigator (Hoad 1993) the 
word author indicates an individual ‘who brings [something] into being: a beginner of an 
action or state of things’ (Chambers 1972). However Barthes questions attempts to 
identify a single authorial source, highlighting instead the many social, cultural and 
historical influences which, constituted through language, prescribe the particular choices 
made by a writer. The implications of this for making theatre with children relate not only 
to to the processes of negotiation between adults and children but also the mediums of 
expression and audience interpretations. When applied to theatre making with children, 
the interconnectivity between children, their community, society and the rehearsal 
environment are highlighted. Each of these contextual factors may be seen to play a role 
in authoring the work through their influence on the child’s thoughts and expressions. 
Barthes further diminishes the singular authority of the writer by pointing out the 
audiences’ role in drawing these disparate elements together to construct meaning.  
 
There is one place where this multiplicity is collected, united, and this 
place is not the author, as we have hitherto said it was, but the reader: the 
reader is the very space in which are inscribed, without any being lost, all 
the citations a writing consists of; the unity of a text is not in its origin, it is 
in its destination. (Barthes 1968: 6) 
  
 58 
These provocations demand that practitioners resist simplistic binary positions of adult-
authored or child-authored content and instead investigate the complex negotiations at 
play in collaborative practice and presentation. An acknowledgment of the multifarious 
authorial voices implicit in all works and in particular collaborative works highlights 
relations of power and questions of authenticity and personal sovereignty.  
 
In recent decades, professional TYP artists have affirmed children and young people’s 
rights to an independent voice. However Barthes draws into question the validity of 
independence suggesting that expression is a process of interdependence in which the 
author speaks through pre-existing social and cultural mediums, in particular language. 
TYP attempted to address this issue by introducing mediums grounded in young peoples’ 
cultures. While this shift enabled new ideas, perspectives and experiences to be expressed, 
Barthes’ questioning of the author’s status resists complacency and encourages us to 
continue investigations into a broad set of contextualising influences. Barthes replaces the 
term ‘author’ with ‘scriptor’ (1968: 4) disrupting interpretations that give authority to the 
author as ‘father’ and ‘originator’ and instead acknowledges writing as a contextual 
process. Thus I use the term ‘writing’ here to describe a process that embraces the many 
influences impacting upon expression and interpretation. It is an open and ongoing process 
in which various interlocutors contribute to the creation of a text. Text indicates not only 
the written word but also a performance text including, dialogue, music, images and 
gesture undertaken in the present moment. Barthes explains that:   
 
[the] writerly text is a perpetual present, upon which no consequent 
language (which would inevitably make it past) can be superimposed; the 
writerly text is ourselves writing, before the infinite play of the world (the 
world as function) is traversed, intersected, stopped, plasticized by some 
singular system (Ideology, Genus, Criticism) which reduces the plurality of 
entrances, the opening of networks, the infinity of languages. (Barthes 
1973: 5) 
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In this complex milieu of the ‘writerly text’, independence seems an unlikely proposition 
and ‘coming to voice’ a dangerous endeavour. An acknowledgment and embracement of 
plurality may nonetheless offer the best means for ethical and  practice.  
 
While empowerment through ‘coming to voice’ may be viewed as an inherent good, the 
identification of the mediating influence of language highlights the need for an 
examination of contexts and processes in which ‘coming to voice’ takes place. When a 
facilitator enables a ‘coming to voice’, as is the case with many marginalised groups in 
the theatre, additional mediating factors are at play. Barthes assertions demand a nuanced 
investigation of collaborative processes that acknowledges these contextualising 
influences. When we recognise the multiple contributors and the many social cultural and 
historical influences at play in the making of texts we are able to more fully examine 
issues of power, ‘authenticity’ and representation. This acknowledgment moves us away 
from the artifice of an independent voice toward what Sophie McCall (2011: 18) describes 
as negotiated ‘composite texts’.  
 
In an analysis of collaborations between indigenous and non-indigenous Canadian 
storytellers and writers, McCall (2011) points out a paradox similar to that which children 
face when collaborating with adults in the theatre. A process of mediation takes place 
when translating the voice of the subject ‘the voice that speaks for itself, yet cannot be 
heard without the intervention of a translator’ (McCall 2011, 18). Barthes’ earlier point 
with regard to the function of language resonates here. While children do not necessarily 
require translation of their spoken word their expressions do require translation into the 
theatrical languages of the stage: image, sound, lighting, gesture and so on which function 
as a mediators of their expression.  
 
Regardless of whether or not the child performer has developed the content, is 
improvising, or communicating in ways that might be considered ‘authentic’, a degree of 
adult mediation exists in the design of the production environment including the tools and 
processes employed.   
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McCall creates nuance around the polarising issues of empowerment, colonisation, 
authorship and ‘authenticity’. She argues that when indigenous storytellers collaborate 
with non-indigenous artists the resultant texts 
 
…are neither simply authentic records of aural performance nor examples 
of textual colonization. At least two partners, both of whom are involved in 
complex cross-cultural negotiations that are shaped by relations of power, 
produce composite texts. The result of their collaboration is intersubjective 
form that emphasizes process over product, exchange over static image. In 
the process of making told-to narratives relations of authority are contested, 
negotiated and recreated. (McCall 2011: 18) 
 
2.2.8 The artifice of authenticity 
The history of hard won gains that saw young people empowered through participation 
may appear at risk when adults move beyond their designated role as facilitators into co-
authored collaborations with children. The word ‘collaboration’ can be defined in both 
positive and negative terms: ‘to work in association (sometimes invidiously, with an 
enemy) (Macdonald 1972). Within the context of Theatre for Children and Young People 
positive collaborations are largely perceived as those in which the ‘authentic’ voice of the 
child performer is enabled. Similarly in education particularly early childhood education, 
child-centredness invokes an inherent rightness (Brooker 2005). Collaborations are a 
matter of teachers facilitating and observing child-directed activity with limited 
interference. Conversely, negative collaborations might be defined as the invidious 
stripping away of the potential for personal transformation, returning the child from 
subject to object once again. However, if we accept Barthes’ argument that mediations 
exist in all writing processes then empowerment emerges as a separate issue to authorship 
or authenticity. Barthes argues that:  
 
…all writing is itself this special voice, consisting of several indiscernible 
voices, and that literature is precisely the invention of this voice, to which 
we cannot assign a specific origin: literature is that neuter, that composite 
that oblique into which every subject escapes, the trap where all identity is 
lost, beginning with the very identity of the body that writes. (1968: 2)  
 
I propose that to ignore the ways in which collaborating voices are subsumed into 
a text, including adult collaborators, so as to maintain the façade of authentic 
authorship, is somewhat dishonest.  
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Author and academic Arnold Krupat (1998) supports Barthes in drawing attention to the 
contexts in which writing takes place.  In a discussion of ‘bi-cultural composite 
authorship’ in Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal writing, Krupat problematises the concept 
of a sovereign voice. I draw a parallel here between the notion of ‘authentic’ authorship 
and sovereignty. Both terms may be used to describe a writing process that assumes clear 
provenance, however Krupat points out the challenges of attribution when storytellers, 
translators, editors and so on, all contribute to the writing process. He argues that an 
overemphasis on cultural sovereignty ignores the dynamism of intersecting cultures and 
maintains an artificial divide (1998: 18). McCall (2011) advocates for greater emphasis 
on the collaborative process, dialogue, and exchange to produce ‘negotiated composite 
texts’ in which a multiplicity of voices are ethically negotiated.  
 
Two or more mediators produce these composite texts, and their 
negotiations, shaped by contested relations of power, result in dynamic 
forms of intersubjectivity that unfold in productively challenging ways. 
(41)  
 
Krupat and McCall’s discussions of cross-cultural negotiations transposed into a theatre 
context shed some light on the ways in which youth empowerment is framed as a kind of 
sovereign impulse and go some way to explaining why emphasis has been placed on 
young people’s authorship of works. Their arguments give clarity to the ways in which 
children and youth cultures are often described in binary opposition to adult or 
mainstream culture.  
 
The reality of children’s experience is perhaps less dichotomous. Children negotiate 
complex social structures within which cross-fertilisation of ideas, perspectives and 
experiences occur on a daily and ongoing basis. The boundaries of culture are thus 
difficult to map and demand a nuanced approach if representations of children in the 
theatre are to reflect the complexity of their lived experience. While recognition of 
difference is essential to respectful communications and ‘coming to voice’ a crucial step 
toward empowerment it is also important to recognise the limiting and enabling forces of 
mediation.  It is only in the recognition of these forces that we are able to openly and 
honestly deal with their impact. To ignore them may well lead us further away from 
ethical and authentic expression.  
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Emerging parallel with youth theatre’s shift toward empowerment and autonomy were 
the educational theories of child-centredness. The concept of a child’s independent voice 
is highly valued in child-centred pedagogy. The terminology evokes a sense of goodness 
and is deeply embedded in current early childhood teaching practices. Gaile Cannella 
argues that child-centred pedagogy, as an ideology, is difficult to challenge because it 
draws on progressive values, such as democracy and individual freedom (Cannella 1997). 
Usher and Edwards affirm Cannella’s assertions pointing out our discomfort in ‘[turning] 
away from the teleology’s of emancipation the “security” of modernity when these frame 
so many of our own desires’ (1994: 22). However, in an analysis of child-centred 
pedagogy Rachel Langford (2010) draws together critiques that problematise claims to 
democracy and emancipation. While conceding child-centred pedagogy’s ‘tenacious 
hold’ (113) on current teaching and learning practices Langford suggests that child-
centredness is actually an ‘ideological and conservative’(120) position. She identifies a 
tendency for this approach to ignore the mediating influences of gender, ethnicity and 
class and argues that the ‘…free and individual child [is] an illusionary and 
decontextualised construct (117) … [that denies] authentic social relationships’ (119). 
McArdle and McWilliam agree pointing out that the ‘free and individual child’ described 
by Langford (117) is indeed an illusion created in part by artificially redefining the role 
of the teacher.  
 
For the child to remain at the centre, learning ‘naturally’, the teacher must 
be invisible – ‘teaching’ becomes described variously as guiding, 
scaffolding, facilitating or supporting.  (McArdle and McWilliam 2005: 
329) 
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The language used here is reminiscent of that used in TYP practice where adult artists are 
made ‘invisible’ so as to ‘facilitate’ the needs of the young artists. Burman (1994) argues 
that this repositioning puts impossible demands on teachers, creating an ‘untenable 
conflict between the mandate for non-interference to promote independence and her 
institutional position as responsible for children’s learning’ (165). 
 
Furthermore, Langford draws attention to the guilt experienced by teachers unable to 
reconcile the tensions. In a 2001 study, McArdle identified some of these tensions 
evidenced in the vocabulary of Queensland teachers. ‘[These] were: Teach without 
Teaching; Manufacture the Natural; and Train for Creativity’ (McArdle and McWilliam 
2005: 328). To argue for more collaborative practices between adults and children 
Brooker draws on Vygotsky’s concept of the ‘zone of proximal development’ (Vygotsky 
and Cole 1978). Vygotsky argues that a gap exists between what a child can achieve 
working independently and what they can achieve working with an adult or in 
collaboration with more experienced peers. ‘Without such interaction’ argues Brooker 
‘children’s play activities may keep them busy and occupied but fail to engage their 
thoughts’ (2005: 124). The role that teachers play in the child-centred approach, 
mentoring, modelling, provoking and challenging to promote children’s learning, is held 
in tension with notions of the child’s ‘natural’, creative and self-directed impulses. Luke 
(1996) challenges the invisibility of teachers asserting that: 
 
We do need to take authority – or at least, make explicit that we already 
embody and exercise authority even in its camouflage of pastoral 
nurturance. Second, we do need to acknowledge and theorize the power we 
variously exercise. (302)  
 
Langford goes beyond concepts of mediating influence to view knowledge acquisition as 
a complex web of relations in which power dynamics are negotiated. ‘Democratic 
pedagogy’ acknowledges the many contributors and contextual conditions at play in 
learning/creating environments.  
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Rather than creating the artifice of the ‘authentic’, autonomous ‘natural’ child Langford’s 
proposition is that: 
 
…everyone always functions inside (rather than is influenced by) social, 
political and economic contexts. Everyone within this democratic centre 
acts, reacts and responds in relations with each other in complex and 
entangled ways, with growing knowledge, skill, power, judgement and 
agency. This democratic centre brings everyone together in the common 
enterprise of teaching and learning, and addresses concerns about the 
separation of children and adults in child-centred pedagogy. (Langford 
2010) 
 
Langford disputes purist views of child autonomy in learning and argues for a democratic 
pedagogy that holds some significant lessons for artists working with children in the 
theatre. While pedagogues are moving toward a ‘democratic centre’ (Langford 2010) it 
appears that TYP practitioners continue to rely on child-centred thinking. If theatre 
practitioners are to take on the principles put forward by Langford and work toward a 
‘democratic centre’ we must first acknowledge that we are indeed negotiating and that 
facilitation does not preclude influence. Second we must be alert to essentialist 
interpretations of empowerment through ‘sovereign’ voice and the tendency of this 
approach to support an artifice of ‘authenticity’. Finally practitioners should be open to 
developing new collaborative processes that acknowledge and appreciate that 
interconnectedness of all contextual features at play in collaborative processes.  
 
2.3 CONTEMPORARY WORKS WITH CHILD PERFORMERS 
This section briefly analyses work with children by artists working in the field of 
contemporary performance. These artists sit outside the field of Theatre for Children and 
Young People, and are challenging the ‘worthy but unprofessional’ (Watts 2013) label 
often associated with youth arts. I identify common features in their use of form and 
content and analyse these along with some of the critical commentary accompanying the 
work.  
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In 2001 Dirk Pauwels, artistic director of the Belgian arts centre CAMPO commissioned 
a trilogy of works that defied familiar categorisations. Inspired by Alain Platel’s Mother 
and Child, Pauwels engaged high profile contemporary theatre directors to create 
productions with children for adult audiences. The works blurred distinctions between 
mainstream contemporary theatre practice and Theatre for Children and Young People. 
They marked a clear departure from existing traditions and initiated a proliferation of new 
works that continue to generate debate. Created in collaboration with children and young 
people the productions were initially conceived by adult artists who employed authorship 
techniques that challenged the dominant ethos of empowerment and raised ethical 
questions with regard to whose interests were being served. This section examines the 
CAMPO productions along with four related works produced during the decade spanned 
by the trilogy. Observations are made on the techniques employed by the writer-director-
designers that heighten aesthetics, cognitively engage the performers and provide safety 
and support mechanisms.  
 
The works: 
 üBUNG by Josse de Pauw, 2001 (CAMPO Trilogy) 
 That Night Follows Day by Tim Etchells, 2007 (CAMPO Trilogy) 
 Before your very Eyes by Gob Squad, 2011 (CAMPO Trilogy) 
 Once and For all we’re going to tell you who we are so shut up and listen by 
Alexander Devriendt, 2007 
 Teenage Riot by Alexander Devriendt, 2010 
 Enfant by Boris Charmatz, 2011 
 
Techniques 
At the outset of the study, I aimed to explore the usefulness of three criteria of practice 
for working with children in the theatre. First, the creation of frames that heighten the 
visual aesthetic of a work and reduce traditional performance demands. Second, the 
employment of processes that promote cognitive engagement, which I propose provokes 
the motivation and focus key in the performances of trained actors. Last, it was assumed 
that a level of safety and security was necessary to achieve these goals.  
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The professional artists under investigation appear to address some of these issues 
through common features evident in their works. Recurrent features include the use of a 
set piece that creates a space of containment; the inclusion of digital content; an adult 
presence in framing or dramaturging the action and an oscillation between mimetic 
representation and expressions of ‘the real’. Themes are frequently an exploration of 
adult-child relations.  
 
The Holding Space 
Psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott’s (1971) concept of the ‘holding space’ (81) is valuable 
in investigating these examples of practice. The concept offers a theoretical foundation 
for some of the techniques utilised by the artists listed above in their work with children. 
The holding space is important in realising some of the key ambitions of this project 
around democratic practice and authenticity to be further expounded through my own 
creative practice. Winnicott describes the holding space as a place of transition that 
enables a child to move from ‘inner’ to ‘outer world’ (McLean 2004: 49).  
According to Winnicott a child requires transitional objects that temporarily replace 
familial protection and offer a level of safety and familiarity sufficient to allow the child 
to expand into new territories. From the safety of the transitional space the child 
experiences what Winnicott refers to as ‘the uninterrupted flow of authentic self’ (Epstein 
2001: 11). When functioning authentically an individual is able to behave in ways that 
align with their beliefs and values; they are able take risks and make discoveries. Van 
Leeuwen (2001) describes this interpretation of ‘authenticity’ as ‘true to the essence of 
…“self” constructed as a constant and unified “character”, which…slowly “evolves” or 
“matures”’ (393).  
 
If transferred to the stage the holding space may offer a mechanism through which 
children can deliver ‘authentic’ performances by providing an inner space which is 
inhabited by the performers but which connects with the outer world inhabited by the 
audience. The performers are aware of their connection to the outer world and utilise the 
protective characteristics of the holding space to communicate. The holding space 
presents as a potential tool for conceiving stage designs that allow child performers to 
feel sufficiently secure to act freely and creatively in performance. The constraints of the 
holding space on stage afford a level of protection that may free the child to fully engage 
with the task at hand.  
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McLean applies Winnicott’s concept to the drama classroom suggesting that ‘unless the 
teacher is able to consciously create a learning space where the student feels 
held/contained and can just be spontaneous, then little real learning can take place’ (2004: 
57). This interpretation of the holding space broadens the concept from physical objects 
to processes. It emphasises the need for trusting relationships and places responsibility on 
the director/teacher to ensure children feel sufficiently secure to make creative offers 
during content development and performance.  
 
A physical space of containment 
A recurrent scenographic element in the works under consideration is a set piece that 
physically contains the performers. Before Your Very Eyes, Teenage Riot and Inferno 
each incorporate a large box.  That Night Follows Day and Once and For all we’re going 
to tell you who we are so shut up and listen utilise a row of chairs. These spaces provide 
a level of aesthetic cohesion as well as security for the young performers. 
 
Devriendt explains that the energy of young people can become overwhelming at times 
and describes how the devices were initially employed to calm the rehearsal room (2010). 
During Once and for All the young performers were contained by a row of chairs while 
their impulse was to stretch beyond the limitation the chairs imposed. These two elements, 
in tension with one another, became the basic structure of the piece.  
 
 
Figure 5: Once and for all we're going to tell you who we are so shut up and listen, Alexander Devriendt 2007.  
(Photo courtesy of Alexander Devriendt). 
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Figure 6: That Night Follows Day, Tim Etchells 2007.  
The second work in the CAMPO trilogy, That Night Follows Day by Tim Etchells, uses 
a row of chairs, as did Devriendt. The chairs provide visual order and dramatic focus 
while simultaneously giving the performers an anchored position.  The performers aged 
seven to fourteen are younger than Devriendt’s ensemble and for them, the chairs provide 
a place of safety from which they appear at ease on stage.  
 
The third work in the CAMPO trilogy, Before Your Very Eyes, was created by 
postdramatic performance group Gob Squad. The seven young performers in the work 
were contained within a ‘…“safe-room” made of one-way mirrors like insects in a jam 
jar’ (Gob Squad 2011). Director Berit Stumpf explains the use of the box:  
 
We tried out this mirror thing, this box idea as well, to create their own 
microcosm that they could be in, like a container of their own world. 
(Personal interview, October 30, 2011) 
 
 
Figure 7: Before Your Very Eyes, Gob Squad 2011. (Photo courtesy of Gob Squad) 
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The set Gob Squad built for the young performers to create their world within provides a 
greater level of safety than the row of chairs. The more private space encourages 
performances, which are less affected by the external influence of a visible audience. The 
‘safe room’ removes the children from the audiences gaze. Despite having full knowledge 
that the audience is watching them the children only see themselves in the mirrors that 
constitute the walls of the box.    
 
In 2007 Devriendt created Teenage Riot in which he placed a group of teenagers in a large 
box with a video camera. The images from the camera were live fed to projection surfaces 
on the exterior of the box. The box afforded a level of safety to the performers that 
encouraged improvisational offerings. Devriendt is explicit in his explanation of the 
container’s effect on performers.  
In an interview for the Edinburgh Fringe Festival he stated that:  
The room on stage is a good way of getting out of the actors things they 
really wanted to do but they wouldn’t dare show in plain view. In that way, 
I could go a little bit tougher and harder. (Fisher 2010) 
 
  
Figure 8: Teenage Riot, Alexander Devriendt 2010. (Photo courtesy of Alexander Devriendt) 
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Cohesion and Impact 
In addition to the goal of enabling ‘authentic’ performances the holding space creates a 
visual impact that provides cohesion in an environment where untrained bodies and minds 
represent a constant threat to order. Ridout explains how an audience accustomed to the 
conventions of theatre expects to see virtuosity on stage: 
 
A group apart, more beautiful perhaps, more agile, more powerful and 
subtle of voice. Creatures who have been chosen on the basis of some 
initially desirable attributes, which they have subsequently honed and 
refined by means of professional training.  (2006: 97)  
 
For the most part the children performing in these works were untrained. Their strengths 
lie in their ability to offer new ideas, perspectives and gestures to audiences rather than 
in a display of discipline training. The strategies chosen by the directors explored here 
reduce or eliminate the need for mimetic style performance and abandon plot driven 
narrative. A space of containment on the stage creates visual order and focus for audiences 
in the absence of traditional structures.  In addition, it reduces the physical demand on 
individual performers by giving them a physical frame within which to ground 
themselves. The framing of the performers provides a degree of predictability; however, 
the performers do not remain contained throughout these works. In many cases, the 
holding space acts as a counterpoint to scenes where the children run wildly about the 
space in moments that at times approach anarchy.  
 
In this way, the performers become part of the overall scenographic impact where order 
and chaos create an impact that does not aim to represent in any traditional sense but 
instead offers a viscerally affecting experience. Lehmann (2006) describes this use of 
impact as ‘energetic theatre…theatre not of meaning but of “forces, intensities, present 
affects”’(37). This theatre of ‘present affects’ relies on the scenography to support the 
move away from dramatic narrative. Lehmann warns that ‘[if] one [searches] 
…exclusively for representation one will imprison the scenic in the model of mimesis, 
plot, and thus “drama”’ (38). The holding space thus serves a significant role in providing 
alternate structures for working with children whose performance strengths are less 
conducive to the model of dramatic representation.  
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Adults and children working together  
McLean’s provocation that learning can only take place if a child feels ‘held’ suggests 
that production strategies, which provide an environment of safety and support, might 
also be understood as holding spaces. Adults performing alongside children can provide 
a level of support that frees the young performers to focus on the task at hand rather than 
bearing the full responsibility of driving the work. Adult interlocutors are able to frame 
and support the child’s actions expanding the child’s capacity to communicate with their 
audience. Adult performers can thus be viewed as providing a holding space for the child 
performer. In his 2011 production: Enfant, Boris Charmatz holds his 27 child performers 
by pairing them with ten trained adult dancers. The piece begins with the dancers 
manipulating the inert bodies of the children. As the children slowly come to life, the 
adults provide a physical architecture that frames their movement. As the performance 
progresses, the children break from adult contact. The adults progressively disappear 
from the stage making way for the ‘republic of the children’ (Lalanne and Noisette 2011: 
7). The children were successfully transitioned from ‘inner’ to ‘outer world’ (McLean 
2004: 49) with the support of their adult interlocutors. 
 
 
Figure 9: Enfant, Boris Charmatz 2011. (Photo courtesy of Musee de la danse, 
Photographer, Marc Domage) 
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Figure 10: üBUNG, Josse de Pauw 2001 
(photographer Phile Deprez)  
In Gob Squad’s Before Your Very Eyes, a Big Brother-style adult voice ‘held’ the 
performers guiding them through the piece, at times giving literal directions, prompting 
speech and introducing shifts in the action.  
 
Voice: Zoe, You’re the hostess. It’s your 40th Birthday… take the plate of 
homemade sushi, you prepared it earlier. Stand in the middle and look at it 
– embarrassed. (Unpublished play script: Gob Squad 2011)  
 
While the stage directions delivered by the voice exist in part to highlight the process of 
production, as is key in postdramatic works, they also reduce the demand on performers 
to remember and initiate lines and actions. The voice provides a level of security to 
performers that frees them to think and act spontaneously. The children are ‘held’ 
throughout the performance by the adult voice that guides them through the performance 
text.  
 
Flemish writer and director Josse de Pauw’s üBUNG ‘held’ the child performers by using 
film as a framing device. üBUNG presents actors aged ten to fourteen mimicking gestures 
and delivering dialogue synchronised to a 
silent black and white film performed by 
adults. The adult actors who are projected on 
a large upstage screen provide a narrative 
structure that leads the children through the 
performance. In each of the productions 
under consideration, directors have utilised a 
manifestation of the holding space. They 
have made specific form choices that create 
an environment of safety and security 
through the use of framing devices that 
support improvised action and reduce 
performance demands. 
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Improvisation and mimetic representation 
In each of the performances improvisation plays a role in both the production and 
presentation of the work. While text and choreography may be fixed in particular 
moments, there appears to be a generous degree of flexibility. The improvisational nature 
of the performances promotes spontaneity as the children are asked to create rather than 
recreate.  This creative process requires cognitive engagement from the performer that 
focuses their attention and provides motivation. I suggest here that cognitive engagement, 
which requires higher order thinking from the child, might replace the focus and 
motivation traditionally achieved through the discipline of an actor’s craft. Beyond the 
practicalities of keeping child performers on task, the unique gesturing afforded through 
improvisational activity may well offer audiences a theatrical experience not possible 
with adult performers alone.  
 
In an analysis of Übung, Andrew Quick (2006) makes a clear distinction between the 
improvised gestures employed by adults and children in performance. Quick proposes 
that adults possess a knowledge system of codified symbols unfamiliar to the child.  As a 
consequence child performers unintentionally break established social and theatrical 
codes, creating new gestures that offer fresh insights. In this way, the child’s lack of 
conventional virtuosity becomes an opportunity for audiences to experience new ways of 
seeing. With reference to the 1929 writings of Walter Benjamin, Quick identifies the 
revolutionary capacity of children. He argues that rather than repeating an established 
symbolic order children’s gestures shock us out of what we presume to know and demand 
that we reorientate ourselves in the world  
…the ‘continent of man’ is knowledge and our removal from those realms 
with which we are familiar produces a profound disturbance. … As 
interruption, gesture initiates and brings something forward from the 
‘quivering life’ that is the ground of all being, the chaos from which all life 
and art emanates…As an interruptive and arresting moment gesture 
becomes astonishing, not through the reproduction of reality but rather, as a 
revelation, an opening onto, “a discovery” of a situation as a situation is 
occurring. In this sense, gesture marks the present time of happening itself, 
the ‘now’ that is an occurrence. (Quick 2006:151) 
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This suggests that child performers are particularly suited to creating postdramatic 
works that resist socially and theatrically coded representation. One of the strengths 
of a child performer is their ability to offer gestures that are expressions of ‘the real’ 
and ‘the now’. Postdramatic theatre-maker Berit Stumpf affirms this position when 
she draws parallels between her company’s usual performance style and the 
approach adopted in Before Your Very Eyes. She explains the advantage of working 
with children over trained actors.  
 
In Gob Squad we really mistrust any kind of idea of representation 
altogether, so in this respect I think we felt on very familiar ground with 
children, that they are much more on our understanding and not having to 
get reasons or motivations or psychological tools or methods in order to 
play or perform. It’s something that comes sort of natural to them. They 
just do it. They are what they are - without questions. And they are very 
much in the here and now while they are playing, not trying to be someone 
or somewhere else instead. With actors I think you have to work much 
harder and dig much deeper in order to find that special quality. Therefor I 
don’t think that we could have imagined directing actors but we could 
imagine directing children. (Personal interview, October 30, 2011) 
 
The performers in Before Your Very Eyes adopt a mimetic style of representation in 
moments throughout the performance, but it is intermittent and, as an audience member, 
you are unable at any point to become immersed in the moments of fiction. 
 
It’s not at all that we are from a very purist performance art approach, that 
it’s all about authenticity or whatever, it’s about trying on these personas in 
a playful way but its more like trying them on like costumes … it’s an idea 
of roleplay where you still see the person underneath a lot and you 
construct and deconstruct within the frame of the performance. (Personal 
interview, October 30, 2011) 
 
This construction and deconstruction draws attention to the unique gesturing of the 
child as the juxtaposition of unintended action, improvisation and mimetic action 
serves to highlight their induction into social codes of representation.  
 
Josse de Pauw plays with the concepts of mimetic representation and unique ‘corporal 
logic’ (Lehmann 2006: 32) in both the form and content of üBUNG. Translated as 
‘practice’, Übung presents children practicing the actions of adults. Unlike conventional 
mimetic action, the children remain themselves – trying on the idea of adulthood rather 
than attempting to represent it in any traditional sense.  
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This practice is a potent reminder of the social, cultural and political inscription of 
children. It highlights the potency of the child performer in articulating their induction 
into adulthood as they incorporate adult behaviours into their personal expression. 
 
Digital Content 
A third application of the holding space is the safety afforded by a content development 
process that takes place outside the time constraints and physical conditions of the 
rehearsal room context. Marilyn Fleer (2003: 417) explains how children’s ‘depth of 
wondering [is] contextually related’. Drawing on a range of studies with children, Fleer 
proposes that the social context in which research takes place impacts upon the scope and 
richness of the research data (Newman, Griffin and Cole 1989, Berk and Winsler 1995, 
Fleer 1996). While spontaneous gestures are often perceived as highly ‘authentic’, 
research indicates that children’s responses may be more aligned with their beliefs and 
values when sociocultural techniques are employed. These techniques include providing 
familiar surrounds in which the child can feel comfortable and relaxed and giving time to 
the evolution of ideas. Building works over a long period of time allows trust to be 
developed and the social and cultural preferences of the child to be established and 
accommodated.  
 
The use of digital content in performance enables the inclusion of pre-recorded material 
that can be created in contexts familiar to the child over periods of time that enable deep 
reflection on a topic. Material can be recorded at home, at school and in public spaces. 
The material can be revisited and expanded upon as relationships between the children 
and the researcher develop. This extended process is capable of eliciting considered 
responses that offer additional or alternate perspectives to those expressed spontaneously.  
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Before Your Very Eyes used interviews that were recorded at the commencement of the 
rehearsal process, some two years prior to the final outcome. This enabled the performers 
to reflect on their thoughts and perspectives from previous years and to comment on the 
changes in their thinking.  One of the young performers Spencer watches a video of 
himself: 
 
Video Spencer:  Hello, I’m Spencer… I’m 11 years old and in the 
sixth grade. I brought my juggling balls. I’m quite 
attached to them… (text continues)  
Live Spencer:   This has to stop!  
I was sitting there trying to impress everybody by 
talking about juggling balls. I don’t know where 
they are now. It’s really painful standing here 
watching this … In that moment I was sitting there 
thinking “look at me!”  (Gob Squad 2011).  
 
Roth (1998) supports Fleers call for greater consideration of contextual influences in 
research with children. He argues against research processes based on an assumption that 
‘knowledge is a stable object which can be assessed in some way (rather than a 
continuously changing, contingent and dynamic process)’ (155). The use of video in 
Before Your Very Eyes is an explicit example of how the dynamism of children’s thinking 
can be captured through the employment of techniques that align with sociocultural 
constructivist theory. Digital content created in conditions aligned with the principles of 
the holding space provide a nuanced representation of children’s knowledge. The space 
created in Before Your Very Eyes enabled the production of ‘authentic’ theatrical gestures 
that offered a complex vision of the child’s ‘true …essence of …“self” …[as he] slowly 
“evolves” (Van Leeuwen 2001:  393).   
 
Commentary and Concern 
The works named in this chapter have been devised primarily for adult audiences and 
have all gained international recognition. They deal with the relationship between 
children and adults, playing into our fears of mortality and highlighting our treatment of 
the generation who will inevitably usurp us. It is not surprising given these themes and 
Western culture’s history of exploiting, protecting and empowering children that 
commentary surrounding these works focuses on the power dynamics between the 
children and adult artists. 
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The era of empowerment in youth theatre has engendered a popular perception, 
particularly in the United Kingdom and Australia, that performances by children must 
necessarily facilitate the agency of the individual performers. However, Tim Etchells 
explains that this was not the intention of the CAMPO works. In a discussion of his 
performance piece That Night Follows Day Etchells states that:  
[t]here wasn’t an agenda about it being good for the children…I think 
there’s an assumption that doing an interesting art project is good for them 
but it doesn’t have the same kind of paternalistic approach that I think 
you’d probably find here in the UK. (Brown 2008) 
 
In a critique of Before Your Very Eyes, Andrew Haydon suggests that mere collaboration 
with children is not sufficient and a level of agency beyond what is expected with adult 
actors is necessary.  
While there’s an obvious level of collaboration with the children, there’s 
also this level of editorial intrusion where the company simply project their 
own concerns and use the children as puppets to make points…it didn’t 
quite free itself from the inevitable accusation of putting words into 
children’s mouths. (Haydon 2011) 
 
The perspective that adult artists intrude on children’s artistic expression appears 
prevalent when works suggest a level of the real in their performance style and content. 
Performances with children that move away from mimetic representation may be 
interpreted as aligning with concepts of self-governance and thus deviations from this 
‘worthy’ (Watts 2013) focus are frequently criticised. It seems that a fear exists whereby 
if empowerment is not the goal then perhaps exploitation is not too far away.  
Alexander Devriendt and the Gob Squad directors came under criticism for their 
perceived directorial intrusions that produced levels of performer exposure 
uncomfortable for audiences. Both performances used large boxes to form a physical 
barrier between the performers and audience. The children were unable to view the 
audience from inside these spaces but audience members observed the children by way 
of two-way mirrors or live video feed. Encouraging children to disconnect from the 
audience in ways that enable them to reveal more than they otherwise would - to go 
harder and tougher - as Devriendt describes it, raised concerns around exploitation. 
Devriendt’s use of the holding space revealed a fine line between free expression and 
gratuitous exposure.  
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An uncomfortable level of ‘authenticity’ left some audience members feeling like voyeurs 
in the private lives of young people (Devriendt 2010).   
 
Co-director of Before Your Very Eyes Berit Stumpf addresses the concept of exposure 
and adult voyeurism.  She explains how the Gob Squad directing ensemble:  
…really wanted to bring that out, we are very intrigued by that as adults, 
it’s there, so we wanted to make it a statement rather than hide it away, the 
whole situation is bringing this out, bringing out the voyeuristic gaze, 
acknowledging it. (Personal interview, October 30, 2011) 
 
Blogger Karl Andersson describes Before your Very Eyes as ‘brilliant’ and in the same 
breath asks:  
 
Is it ok for us to watch them play? We’re forced to this question. And then 
there’s the whole pragmatical and symbolical discussion: Is it ok to let a 
child smoke a cigarette on stage? Is it ok if the cigarette is fake? (Which I 
don’t know if it was.) Is it ok if they don’t inhale? Or is the whole concept 
of a child smoking degrading to children in general? Next question: Is it ok 
for a child to talk about sex in the same way as an adult would? Hm. And 
what about taking kids out of school and putting them in a touring show like 
this – can that really be justified, even if they’re having the time of their lives 
and getting a kick start into acting? (Andersson 2011) 
 
Andersson’s struggle with the moral, social and political implications of Before Your Very 
Eyes appears to have added to his enjoyment, however the line that is acceptable when 
working with children is nebulous. In his 2011 production Enfant, Boris Charmatz was 
challenged over his direction of the young performers. On the evening I attended, I 
witnessed some audience members booing and others leaving the theatre. Charmatz 
explains how children can bring liveliness to the stage but also the danger of complete 
inertness (Drew 2014).  According to critic William Drew it was Charmatz’s decision to 
begin the work with this state of inertness that raised the spectre of exploitation for some 
audience members.  
It was the inertia of the children at the start of the piece and the fact that the 
adults were touching them that made several critics (and audience members 
according to the critics) in Avignon feel very uncomfortable.  Charmatz 
sees the desire to protect children from the predatory intentions of 
peadophiles distracts attention from the issues that really affect a far greater 
number of children today: issues that are bound up with the adult world: 
“More children suffer from poverty, from their parents being 
unemployed; they are affected by economics, by politics, but we try to 
separate childhood out, to isolate it”. (Drew 2014)  
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Ridout (2006) argues that children in performance highlight the exploitative nature of all 
theatre and suggests that our ‘unease’ (139) is yet another element of the anxiety essential 
to the ‘ontology of theatre’ (139). In entering the fraught territory of adult-child relations, 
artists are able to  
…bring to uncomfortable light some of the ‘new public truths’ afforded by 
those theatre practices that flirt with mimesis’s devalued seams, to provoke 
untimely encounter events and the perversely confusing pleasures they 
elicit. (Williams 2007) 
 
While there is no doubt that children have been exploited in the past and vigilance in 
protecting them is necessary, it is also the case that the theatre is a medium for the 
exploration of social, cultural and political issues, including those affecting children. 
Rather than engaging in this conversation in isolation these artists have chosen to include 
children in their aesthetic investigations. While they may have done this with varying 
degrees of success they do prompt important discourse around children’s involvement in 
the theatre. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter offers a rationale for my methodological approach to the study, including 
the methods used for data collection and analysis. It identifies practice-led research as the 
primary research strategy and action research as the organising framework for creative 
practice and reflection. Sociocultural constructivism provides an interpretive paradigm. 
The creative practice component of the thesis will represent 50 per cent of the total 
weighting, with a contextualising exegesis weighted at 50 per cent. The study investigates 
techniques employed in performance making and thus requires a methodology that is 
capable of examining aesthetic processes and their outcomes. Practice-led research is a 
strategy that enables a practitioner to investigate through practice  ‘using predominantly 
methodologies and specific methods familiar to us as practitioners” (Gray and Malins 
2004). 
 
To place my research in context, it is taking place at a time when qualitative research has 
been the subject of significant scholarly investigation. A significant aspect of its evolution 
has been the emergence of practice-led methodologies, which ‘highlight the crucial 
interrelationship that exists between theory and practice and the relevance of theoretical 
and philosophical paradigms for the contemporary arts practitioner’ (Barrett and Bolt 
2007: 1). In the context of practice-led research, the right methodology is a strategic tool 
that has the capacity to facilitate rigorous investigation of creative practice. A strong 
methodology moves beyond the function of simply being a framing device and provokes 
the practitioner to question every aspect of their creative process. Methodology must 
therefore be sufficiently relevant and robust to disturb norms of practice and facilitate 
experimentation. My methodology embraces collaborative and provisional processes, to 
facilitate this disturbance of usual practice by bringing alternate perspectives into the 
research mix, additionally action documentation will be used to enable reflection to be 
subject to the same rigorous questioning. Rather than simply responding to developments 
in the work, I will thus be prompted to question the assumptions I make within the creative 
process and instigate change. Schön (1983) argues that ‘change [is] a fundamental feature 
of modern life and that it is necessary to develop social systems that [can] learn and adapt’ 
(53).  
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My methodology frames the creative development and rehearsal processes as micro 
‘social systems’, and utilises strategies and methods that facilitate change by creating 
deliberate learning opportunities and pathways for adaptation. It has been designed to 
facilitate change in response to the challenges I have encountered in my practice as an 
educator and theatre practitioner.  
 
This ontological approach is based in Donald Schön’s (1973) early work on ‘the learning 
society’ and the need for processes that facilitate practical changes in work practices 
capable of being applied to future instances. Danielson (2008) suggests categorising our 
work practices into technical, political, social and educational dimensions as a way of 
approaching our thinking on change. Within the context of work with children, these 
relate to how and why children perform, and have implications for the production and 
reception of the artistic product.  
 
3.2 QUALITATIVE RESEARCH AND PRACTICE-LED INQUIRY 
Practice-led research had its genesis amongst artists and practitioners who identified the 
need for a serviceable model of research to further their practice as established qualitative 
and quantitative models posed significant limitations to artists whose methods and 
understandings were embedded in practice. Carol Gray (1996 n.p.) defines this mode of 
research as  
…initiated in practice, where questions, problems and challenges are 
identified and formed by the needs of practice and practitioners; and … the 
research strategy is carried out through practice, using predominantly 
methodologies and specific methods familiar to us as practitioners.  
 
Baz Kershaw posits that  
…by the twenty-first century it became clear that practice-as-research had 
the potential to trigger fundamental and radical challenges to well-
established paradigms of knowledge making, inside the academy and 
beyond. (2009:2) 
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While the new economies of knowledge inherent in practice-as-research continue to gain 
currency, the documenting of ephemeral material and tacit understandings generated 
through practice remains a challenge for researchers. Scott Brook explains that  
…practice-led research is perhaps distinct in so far as it represents a 
practical critique; that is, it is pitched at both epistemological questions on 
the relation of creative practice to knowledge and the institutional 
processes by which knowledge is quantified as “research”. (Brook 2012: 1)  
 
Piccini and Rye (2009) identify the problematic nature of institutional demands for 
documentation, in particular,  practice-led methodologies being employed with the 
‘intentional desire to create the indexical sign out of which meaning may be revealed’ 
(2009: 35). They argue that while methods such as ‘camera-based technologies’ are 
essential to the practice-led researcher they are unable to return the reader or viewer of 
the exegesis to the event. The methods employed throughout this study and the artefacts 
they produced provide an aide-mémoire with which to reflect on practice. The richness 
of this data provides possibilities beyond the study and is made available here for future 
investigation. Piccini and Rye suggest that the value of this type of data in practice- as- 
research documentation lies in its ability to  
 
…present situations for collective, ongoing commentary on mixed-mode 
research practices. Rather than summation the aim is towards infinite 
extensibility to keep alive within documentation a sense of “what might 
be”… Documentation under this formulation has no end point, no singular 
author, no totalizing view. (2009: 46)  
 
Haseman (2007: 151) proposes performative research as a paradigm in which the work 
itself rather than discursive text becomes the primary mode of academic expression. This 
paradigm offers researchers an approach that recognises the role of the artwork in 
constructing and articulating meaning (de Freitas 2004). It is only through our practice 
that we can witness certain artistic phenomena and come to understand the processes by 
which they emerged.  
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The effect produced by a child interacting with technology on stage, for example, may 
only be understood by witnessing the event. This tacit knowledge has the potential to 
build ‘epistemologies of practice that improve both the practice itself and our theoretical 
understandings of that practice’ (Haseman 2009:221). By placing my creative work 
within the context of scholarly inquiry, I aim to enhance my practice through deep 
reflection and analysis while maintaining the primacy of the creative work. This practice 
currently requires rigorous investigation to resolve persistent challenges and this is best 
achieved ‘by placing practice at the heart of the research process’ (Haseman 2007: 149).  
 
3.3 ACTION RESEARCH 
Action research is a strategy that offers a practical framework for practice-led researchers. 
It enables researchers to place their practice within a rigorous academic frame that 
facilitates the investigation of challenges they encounter in their working lives. The 
strategy is a cyclic process that builds the researcher’s understandings through iterations 
of practice and reflection. This approach aligns with the constructivist assertion that 
learning takes place through interaction with the physical and social environment. Within 
the practice component of the cycle the artist-researcher works with the tools and 
processes of their discipline to generate and collect data. They reflect on motivations and 
tensions within the work through theoretical investigations that inform subsequent 
practice. Because the process tends to be cyclical, it is often referred to as an action–
reflection cycle (Figure 9). The process is ongoing because as soon as we reach a 
provisional point where we feel things are satisfactory, that point itself raises new 
questions and it is time to begin again.   
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Figure 9: Source, McNiff and Whitehead 2006, 9 
 
Action research is a particularly useful strategy for artists, as it gives space to academic 
reflection within and beyond the creative work. It identifies the need to reproduce work 
in order to test, refine and witness new knowledge. Donald Schön (2006: 61) explains 
that in the process of action research a practitioner is able to:   
 
Surface and criticize the tacit understandings that have grown up around 
the repetitive experiences of a specialized practice, and can make new 
sense of the situations of uncertainty or uniqueness which he may allow 
himself to experience.   
 
The project followed an action research model carried out in three cycles which 
culminated in the examinable performance outcome Joy Fear and Poetry which was 
presented as part of La Boite Independents Season 2013. The findings are further 
articulated in this exegesis.  
 
3.4 REFLEXIVITY 
The action research model represents a shift from positivist approaches, which establish 
a controlled research environment and aim to define its characteristics from an external, 
objective position. In contrast, the action research model acknowledges an inherent 
subjectivity in the interplay between the researcher and the research environment.   
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This acknowledgement identifies that investigations into art-making are undertaken from 
within the art-making process, and therefore must adopt the researcher’s subjective 
position and make it explicit (McNiff and Whitehead 2006). The intuitive and emergent 
nature of art-making problematises the concepts of objectivity, definition and controlled 
environment that serve to provide accuracy and validity in the positivist tradition. Instead, 
the researcher must acknowledge their own subjectivity and make judgements based on 
a particular ontological perspective.  
As Ruby points out: 
 
To be reflexive is to be not only self aware, but to be sufficiently self aware 
to know what aspects of self are necessary to reveal so that an audience is 
able to understand both the process employed and the resultant product and 
to know that the revelation itself is purposive, intentional and not merely 
narcissistic or accidentally revealing. (1977) 
 
The concept of collaboration is key to ensuring a purposive and intentional outcome. 
Collaboration provides a multi-vocal narrative on the developing work and on the work 
processes. It creates opportunities to challenge existing views through interaction with 
the ideas and perspectives of others (Zuber-Skerritt 1996). The researcher’s ontological 
and epistemological perspectives permeate not only the developing work but also the 
interpretation of resulting data: 
 
The interpretive practice of making sense of one’s findings is both artistic 
and political. Multiple criteria for evaluating qualitative research now 
exists, and those that we emphasize stress the situated, relational, and 
textual structures. (Denzin and Lincoln 2000) 
 
Identification of clear perspectives that guide the investigation is thus essential to the 
success and validity of performative research. In this project, I adopt a sociocultural 
constructivist perspective that offers an epistemological approach to understanding and 
interpreting data.  
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3.5 CONSTRUCTIVISM: EDUCATION THEORY FOR ARTISTS 
In this study, constructivism serves the dual purpose of providing a methodological 
approach to the design of the research site and a way of making judgments on data. 
Children are no longer viewed from a developmental or deficit position but rather from a 
sociological perspective (Tobin 1995, Corsaro 1997; James et al. 1998, Danby and Farrell 
2004) that positions them as competent navigators of their environment. Here I outline 
the specific theory of constructivism applied in the research design, and offer justification 
for its use. Constructivism offers a set of beliefs and assumptions that have been employed 
in the development of criteria that dictate form choices. These choices which include the 
use of live feed cameras, improvised action, pre-recorded audio and visual art create a 
performance environment designed to stimulate inquiry and motivate the young 
performers with a view to creating ‘authentic’ communications between them and their 
audience. The iterative and emergent approach to research findings constituted by a 
practice-led research methodology is given shape through constructivist perspectives and 
provides the researcher with a framework for interpreting and making judgments about 
how the environment is utilised by performers during the study and may potentially be 
read by audiences.   
 
Constructivism can be broadly understood as a theory of cognition that attributes learning 
to the active construction of knowledge through a learner’s encounters with their 
environment. It has been used widely in the field of pedagogy where two distinct 
theoretical approaches have dominated the field, defined in the early 1900s by 
developmental psychologists Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky. Piaget’s theory (1973) is 
one in which learning is viewed as an individual mental process that develops with age 
and enables children to move toward increased understanding. In contrast Vygotsky’s 
(1987) perspective takes a sociocultural standpoint whereby the social and historical 
context in which learning takes place is understood to impact upon mental processing 
suggesting that knowledge is not merely an individual linear construction but highly 
contextual.  
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Sociocultural perspectives foreground the notion that understanding is 
more than an individual construction. Meaning occurs in the context of 
participation in the real world. Ideas are socially mediated and reside not in 
individuals but are constituted in collectives, such as a particular 
community of practice. (Fleer and Robbins 2003: 408) 
 
This study takes a sociocultural constructivist perspective encompassing both research 
and performance making practices. It views cognition as situated within activities 
undertaken in particular social and cultural circumstances. While an understanding of 
children’s developmental needs and individual processing capabilities are key to creating 
appropriate performance environments there is an explicit acknowledgement that 
performance activities take place within a specific cultural context that impacts upon 
cognition i.e. the engagement levels, responses and expressions of performers. As Roth 
explains: 
An important aspect of the situated cognition approaches are the 
sociocultural settings that contextualize and frame situations as they are 
perceived by human agents. From this perspective, social practices rather 
than individual actions are central to the structure of cognition. (Roth 
1998:162)  
 
The principles of sociocultural constructivism highlight the need for me as researcher and 
director to acknowledge the cultural specificity of the theatre and its practices and be alert 
to the cultural and historical influences I employ as I shape environments designed to 
elicit children’s understandings.  
 
3.5.1 Research with children 
In an interrogation of research, quality sociocultural theorists have provided alternate 
interpretive lenses with which researchers might understand children’s communications. 
Previously dominant investigative processes based on scientific models that focus on the 
individual child have been identified by sociocultural researchers as limited in their 
capacity to elicit meaningful data as they do not take into account features of the 
environment that impact on children’s ability to engage in the research process (Fleer and 
Robbins 2003: 418). Three interpretive lenses initially proposed by Barbara Rogoff 
(1998: 688) address the issue of context by focusing on personal, interpersonal and 
community/institutional features present in interactions.   
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An understanding of these layers of complexity in human interaction provides the 
researcher not only with modes of analysis but also suggests ways in which research 
environments might be designed to increase the engagement of the research subjects.  
 
Building on Vygotsky’s foundational work, Rogoff’s three lenses provide a means by 
which researchers can more accurately elicit and assess children’s knowledge. In the 
personal plane the focus is on the individual child while in the interpersonal plane the 
focus shifts to the child’s interactions with others and in the final plane to the 
community/institutional context in which the child operates both in the current moment 
and historically. Fleer and Robbins (2003) posit that a process of eliciting children’s 
understandings in a sociocultural framework demands a layered approach that uses all 
three planes to design effective research sites and to make judgments on subsequent data.  
 
Previously dominant modes of investigation based in scientific approaches and reinforced 
by Piaget’s stages of cognitive development can result in limited and misleading data 
collection (Fleer and Robbins 2003: 412). Like Aristotle’s concept of final causality, 
Piaget’s concept of developmental stages positions the child as having achieved or failed 
to achieve particular levels of understanding. The danger here is that assumptions can be 
made about children’s cognitive abilities without the interpersonal or 
community/institutional features of the research environment being considered. Children 
whose social and cultural experiences don’t align with the processes used by the 
researcher may offer few responses and thus be perceived as developmentally deficient.  
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Sociocultural constructivist researchers argue that when these principles are applied 
research sites and analyses are improved resulting in more plentiful and accurate data. 
Sociocultural theorists posit that when each lens is considered in the design of the research 
environment there is an increased opportunity for quality outcomes, for example, an 
interviewee asked the same questions may offer more full and fluid responses when being 
interviewed by an adult from their own ethnic background or in a group of peers, 
suggesting that interpersonal and community factors influence children’s ability to share 
their knowledge (Fleer and Robbins 2003: 412). Rogoff (1998) points out how 
researchers often tend to focus on the ways in which culture impacts on children, which 
she suggests ignores their agency. An integration of the three planes of analysis opens up 
the possibility of viewing culture as dynamic and thus finding a place for children to 
demonstrate agency and influence in their community. He argues that in shifting from the 
individual as research subject to a broader context of investigation we can begin to 
position the child as cultural agent both shaping and being shaped by their environment 
…we see a glimpse of a moving picture involving the history of the 
activities and the transformations toward the future in which people and 
their community engage. (Rogoff 2003: 60) 
 
3.5.2 Ecology of practice  
When working with children to elicit their understandings a range of constructivist 
principles may be employed to ensure that the environment is sensitive to the children’s 
personal, social and historical experiences. Engestrom’s (1999) writings on ‘activity 
theory’ further expounds this concept offering ways to think about the broader framing 
of encounters to include not only features influencing the immediate interaction but the 
larger ecology of practice. Engestrom (1999) emphasises the complexity of human 
behaviours in social groups and specific contexts. She contends that the characteristics of 
a given situation affect individual’s ability to perform competently and names specific 
cultural tools that are used to mediate knowledge such as language, writing materials and 
actions.  
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The concept of ‘social mediation’ was central to Vygotsky’s theory of cognition and 
detailed ways in which knowledge is mediated by the relationships and tools that shape 
the learning environment. Cole explains how this social mediation is bound by the cultural 
and historical context. 
…the specific quality of the human environment is that it is suffused with 
the achievements of prior generations in reified (and to this extent) a 
materialized form. (1997: 247) 
 
Fleer (2003) outlines some strategies for developing a reflexive culture of practice that 
foregrounds the researcher/teacher/director’s own personal history. She suggests an 
awareness of one’s situatedness in a specific culture and the modes of engaging with 
children dominant in that culture. Western thinking, influenced by a long history of adult 
intervention in children’s development, often assumes the position of educating the child 
through the delivery of established knowledge and attempts to affirm the child’s 
understanding through direct questions and discussion. Fleer discusses the inherent 
difficulties this approach poses when attempting to elicit children’s understandings and 
encourages an open exploratory approach that gives extended time to interactions, 
allowing conversations to digress and probing beyond initial responses.  
 
Constructivist researchers advocate the use of open-ended discussions that enable a 
variety of responses from children and allow them to make choices about the trajectory 
of the conversation revealing the connections they make between issues (Fleer and 
Robbins 2003). Additionally they encourage observation of the children’s pauses and 
physical gestures as well as the connections they make between issues. Opening up 
conversations to broad exploration in this way encourages fluid and plentiful 
communications that incorporate elements beyond the spoken word.  
 
Cross-cultural research undertaken with children has highlighted the difference in 
research quality outcomes when sociocultural-constructivist principles are applied. Fleer 
notes that when cultural differences were acknowledged and accommodated children’s 
responses were ‘quicker, more numerous, and enthusiastic revealing a great deal more 
about … children’s understandings’ (Fleer and Robbins 2003: 414).   
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Fleer advocates interviews being conducted in group situations with a conversational 
approach. She discusses the importance of the researcher taking on a collaborative role. 
Fleer argues that if children’s preferred interaction patterns are not recognised they may 
be perceived as deficient 
…without broadening the boarders we create during research, rich and 
contextually relevant interchanges may well not occur, rendering the data 
gathering incomplete and deficient. (Fleer and Robbins 2003:  414) 
 
Fleer states that  ‘the instructional questioning’ (2003: 416) so pervasive among middle 
class parents is similar to the type of discourse that takes place in schools, and prepares 
children to be successful communicators in classroom and testing situations. Many 
investigators have observed that the difficulties faced by non-middleclass children in 
Western schools are partly the result of a mismatch in communication between home and 
classroom (Berk and Winsler, 1995: 16). 
 
In addition to acknowledging the situatedness of cognition when working with children 
to elicit their understandings constructivism offers practical approaches to the choice of 
form within the performance work. The more appropriate the form is to the needs of the 
child, the greater the cognitive engagement of the performer leading to clearer and more 
expressive gestures that indicate to an audience how the child experiences the world and 
how cultural contexts impact upon their understandings. Hence, I rely on constructivism 
to guide me in the creation of stage environments that provide cognitive engagement for 
performers. The young performers bring differing levels of familiarity with the forms and 
conventions of theatre as do the potential audience. In the construction of the performance 
environment and considerations of how the work will be read by audiences, there must 
be consideration of the cultural histories of the performers.  
 
An example of form that embeds constructivist perspectives is the use of improvisation, 
which enables performers to demonstrate their ideas and thought processes in action. 
These spontaneous expressions can reveal the influence of performers’ social and cultural 
histories. Improvisation allows the varied interpretations and understandings of 
performers to be expressed within the work as they respond to the stimulus in the 
performance environment.   
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The basic premise in taking this position is to enable the performers to communicate 
aspects of childhood as they and children more broadly experience them. We can see 
these negotiations at play within the performance and through an understanding of 
sociocultural constructivism observe the impact of interactions that inform children’s 
thinking both interpersonal and sociocultural. However, as mentioned earlier, children 
are not only impacted upon by their social and cultural contexts and histories but also 
play a role in shaping the future. Moving beyond the passive understanding of culture as 
static the work aims to position children as active agents in the construction of a dynamic 
society and in doing so indicate to their audience the type of world they, as adults will 
shape. This positions the child performer as a potent contributor to social commentary 
essential to the theatrical landscape. As internationally renowned theatre director Romeo 
Castellucci explains:  
The child is a questioning force. It brings into question what next because 
the stage of childhood is not lasting forever. (2012)  
 
The value in taking this approach and in applying it to theatrical works with child 
performers is to provide audiences with new ways of engaging with children, to consider 
their personal interactions with them either remote or direct and to sympathise with the 
diverse and complex negotiations involved in growth and development and to witness 
their current competencies. In doing so it is hoped that a broader understanding of 
children’s experience might shift in the semiotic reading of child performers. As with the 
performers themselves, constructivism suggests that adaptation takes place when 
individuals are placed within a community that demonstrates particular customs and 
behaviours. In this way, the theatre can be viewed as having cultural influence and 
becomes part of the ‘process of people[s] changing participation in the sociocultural 
activities of their communities’ (Goodman 2000: 39). 
 
Despite the content of the performance, child performers who are offered constructivist 
settings within which to perform i.e. those which offer a degree of control, improvisation, 
provocation and the physical tools with which to play will necessarily perform in ways 
that draw on their cultural beliefs, values and understandings in ways that speak about 
modern day childhood.   
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While it makes sense for me as a theatre maker to start with the theme of childhood as a 
context for my research explorations, the performance forms and techniques developed 
within the study are designed to be transferable.  
 
3.5.3 Ethical challenges 
The concept of reflexivity extends not only to the choice of features present in a given 
situation such as tools and relationships but also to the modes of interaction undertaken 
during encounters with the research participants. Joan Goodman (2010) highlights the 
limits of constructivism in a discussion on moral education that identifies potential pitfalls 
in constructivist approaches. While open ended processes and child agency are key to 
communications in a constructivist framework Goodman suggests that there are limits to 
these tenets that need to be acknowledged or a tendency for the 
teacher/researcher/director to gently coerce children toward the desired outcome may 
prevail.   
[For] constructivist programs the hazard …is that, absent clear distinctions 
between the prohibited (or mandatory) and the negotiable, children are 
confused about the fundamental moral rules they must accept. And 
teachers, without crystallized bottom lines, inadvertently manipulate open-
ended discussions to predetermined ends. (Goodman 2010) 
 
Fleer and Robbins also point out the inherent difficulties in ascertaining children’s 
understandings, the limitation of current investigative processes and the tendency of 
researchers to seek predetermined answers (2003: 418). In a discussion on the use of 
interviewing as a preferred means of inquiring, Roth notes that while discussion:  
…constitutes an improvement over, paper and pencil testing, the 
underlying assumptions often still are (a) that there exist individual 
properties, such as knowledge, which can be reliably assessed 
independently of the situations where the knowledge is enacted; (b) 
knowledge is a stable object that can be assessed in some way (rather than 
a continuously changing, contingent dynamic process). (1998: 156) 
 
While Roth offers discussion as the first in a series of constructivist approaches I adopt 
in my practice that leave room for sociocultural influence he introduces the idea that any 
understanding children may express is fluid within the transient and dynamic spaces of 
childhood and culture.   
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Roth’s comments affirm the challenges I face in selecting appropriate forms for the 
expression of children’s thoughts and ideas and any claims I might make as to their 
efficacy. Within a constructivist perspective, the child is understood to ‘transform his/her 
existing abilities and understandings within the context of that community’ (Rogoff 1995: 
141), meaning that the child will make adaptations depending on his/her perception of 
rehearsal room expectations, adjusting their understandings and subsequent expressions. 
Learning then, is viewed as a participatory process in which the child adopts the customs 
and behaviours of the given context. Within this fraught territory, sociocultural 
constructivism provides a roadmap that keeps these considerations at the forefront of the 
research process and signposts particular ways of working during performance 
development.  
 
The sociocultural constructivist approach adopted by pedagogical theorists and educators 
provides the most appropriate framework for the design of environments that afford 
opportunities for ‘authentic’ performances which respect the multiplicity of childhood 
experiences both within the ensemble and from resources drawn more broadly whilst 
acknowledging the dynamic flow of understandings expressed by children. This approach 
allows the director to frame children’s gestures as part of the diverse and shifting territory 
of childhood without the need for rigid assertions or proclamations. On the contrary, the 
work is constructed so as to enable a multitude of entry-points for performers and an open 
generative approach to content development. In this way, constructivism facilitates the 
creation of an open performance work.  
 
Communication by child performers and the data collection around its meaning as 
problematised by Roth (1998) suggests that access to an accurate picture of children’s 
understandings is a challenging endeavour at best. As with the researcher, individual 
audience member’s sociocultural positions will also play a role. No attempt therefore is 
being made to qualify or quantify the meaning of the performers’ expressions. Rather the 
work aims to provide spaces for thoughts and ideas to be expressed that take into account 
the varied social and cultural histories of performers by providing diverse opportunities 
for communication.  
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3.6 REFLECTIVE PRACTICE  
Action research is an iterative process that emphasises deliberate and systematic 
reflection before, during and after each creative cycle. Reflexivity, acknowledged through 
the use of an interpretive paradigm, provides a lens through which to make reflective 
judgements. Haseman (2007) suggests that ‘structured reflection is particularly useful, for 
it adopts the twin perspectives of ‘looking in’ and ‘looking out’ and, most importantly for 
artists, offers a series of prompts for reflecting on the aesthetics and ethics of practice. 
Boud describes reflection as ‘a process of turning experience into learning … It involves 
exploring often messy and confused events and focusing on the thoughts and emotions 
that accompany them’(2001: 10). Throughout each research cycle, reflection serves to 
‘refine and improve the explanatory power of the concepts and theories generated from 
the data’ (Denscombe 2007: 99). 
 
Lana Danielson (2008), referencing John Dewey’s theories of cognition, states that 
‘reflection begins with one’s perplexity about a topic and the willingness to adopt an 
attitude of suspended conclusion while studying the issue’ (129). Boud (2001) explains 
that as our investigations proceed, reflection becomes ‘those intellectual and affective 
activities in which individuals engage to explore their experiences in order to lead to new 
understandings and appreciations’ (Boud, Keogh and Walker in Boud 2001: 10). As we 
come to appreciate the developing work, we are forced to make decisions that move our 
creative process forward. Danielson (2008: 130) explains how reflection is partly a 
decision-making process, which requires modes of thinking that support the ‘posing, 
analysing and solving’ of problems. For the practitioner working through an action 
research cycle, the ‘posing, analysing and solving of problems’ (Danielson 2008: 130) 
occurs at each of the three phases of the cycle, and requires different modes of thinking 
for each phase. Schön (1983, 1987) defines these phases as for-action, in-action and on-
action. 
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 Phase 1: For action is the reflection that occurs ‘in anticipation of events’. It 
involves identifying the goals of the investigation, clarifying research questions, 
establishing processes and determining ‘what we need to be mindful of’ to ensure 
a productive second phase (Boud 2001: 12). 
 
 Phase 2: In-action is the refection that occurs within the creative process. It 
involves ‘noticing, intervening’ and ‘interpreting’ (Boud 2001: 13). 
 
 Phase 3: On-action is the reflection that occurs after the event. It involves the 
analysis of data collected during the in-action phase which enables a ‘return to 
experience, attending to feelings, and reevaluation of experience’ (Boud 2001: 
14). 
 
Action research and its inherent reflective activities are designed to create change in the 
processes and outcomes of professional practice. Action research is: 
 
…suited to situations where you wish to bring about action in the form of 
change, and at the same time develop an understanding, which informs the 
change and is an addition to what is known. (Armstrong, 2002:14) 
 
Undertaking higher degree study is an attempt on my part to develop an understanding of 
practice and create change in professional processes through sustained and deliberate 
reflection. To achieve this, I need to consider how reflection might be conceived? What 
models of reflection are available? 
 
Boud (2001) allows us to conceptualise reflective practice by breaking down the process 
and building a practical model. While Boud’s model refers specifically to journal writing, 
I propose that his concept of focused reflection may also be applied to other instances.  
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It is particularly useful for my purposes, as it is based in the understanding that knowledge 
is constructed through an individual’s engagement with their environment: 
 
The basic assumption of the model is that learning is always grounded in 
prior experience and that any attempt to promote new learning must take 
into account that experience. All learning builds on existing perceptions 
and frameworks of understanding; therefore, links must be made between 
what is new and what already exists if learners are to make sense of what is 
happening to them. (Boud 2001: 12) 
 
From the initial ruminations that brought me to academic study, to the deliberate and 
systematic reflection applied in the development of Joy Fear and Poetry, reflection has 
been the key methodology by which moments of praxis have been identified, analysed 
and evaluated.  
  
3.7 PROJECT DESIGN  
This project was prompted by a discomfort with the models of practice currently available 
to practitioners working with children and young people. It commenced with a set of 
hunches informed by my history as an educator and theatre maker that I believed had the 
potential to expand modes of practice. Employing a practice-led research methodology 
enabled me to take these hunches into the rehearsal room and test them in practice to 
examine how they function.  Investigations were ‘initiated in practice and formed by the 
needs…of practice’ (Gray 1996: 3). Developments were tracked using ‘active 
documentation’ (De Freitas 2002: 6) and reflections on this data indicated areas for future 
theoretical investigation. Praxis enabled the focus of the study to be deepened and refined 
as layers of understanding built across each action research cycle. The rationale for the 
research was to establish techniques conducive to authentic theatre making practice with 
children. 
 
In the undertaking of creative practice, I collaborated with two casts, a technical crew and 
a small team of creatives. Roles included community liaison, teacher artists, performers, 
dramaturg, sound designer, lighting designer, head of vision and sound and stage 
manager. While participants and their roles varied across the development cycles, all 
contributors played a vital role in the collaborative and emergent nature of the work.   
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While the primary goal of the first cycle of practice was to experiment with tools and 
processes that might increase children’s performative capacity, it seemed pertinent to use 
these techniques as a means of enabling the children to respond to social constructions of 
childhood. Childhood thus became the thematic starting point of the performance work. 
The practice component of the cycle aimed to establish the children’s interest in the 
aesthetic tools and the theatrical potential of the aesthetic gestures they produced.  The 
choice of tools and processes was designed to address the three hunches. First, 
performance environments for children need to offer richly aesthetic staging. This 
demands a certain level of commitment to production values that goes beyond what might 
be achieved in a classroom or community theatre context. Second, performance 
environments must be conducive to cognitive engagement. Children should be actively 
engaged in activities that require higher order thinking such as creating and problem 
solving. Finally, child performers should experience safety and support that enables them 
to express ideas freely. These three guiding hunches demanded that a wide variety of 
performance modalities be employed. The differing modalities afforded opportunities for 
the performers to choose modes of expression that best suited their interests. Children 
could be hidden, mediated or live, they could be cognitively engaged or at rest. Time was 
given to the development of considered expressions while others were entirely 
spontaneous. The performance architecture was designed as a generative play space from 
which judgments might be made about the initial hunches.   
 
The first performance outcome, titled Children in Performance, took place in January 
2012. I was engaged by the Queensland Performing Arts Centre to develop a performance 
with children aged six to twelve. The two-week program, which culminated in a showing 
for families and carers, formed part of the KITE Arts Education Program @ QPAC’s 
summer holiday program  
(http://www.qpac.com.au/schools/KITE_arts_education_program). It was funded by the 
Department of Education and Training’s (DET) Every Child Counts (ECC) initiative 
(http://education.qld.gov.au/schools/grants/state/core/every-child-counts.html).  IKEA 
Logan provided philanthropic support in the form of set and workshop materials. The 
team comprised a technical director, an IT specialist, a production manager/stage 
manager, an actor, two education students, one drama student, twenty-two children and 
myself.   
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3.7.1 Techniques: tools and processes 
The KITE Arts Education context enabled me to focus on the tools as processes of 
performance making. KITE staff met all of the logistical and legal obligations necessary 
for the children to attend the project. QUT students were employed on the project as crew 
and teaching-artists in both paid and volunteer positions. A paid IT specialist was engaged 
to set up and trouble-shoot the animation system.  
 
The tools that constituted the performance space were: 
 Tagtool: digital animation tool 
 Drawing and painting utensils 
 Cubby house and cardboard boxes 
 Still cameras 
 Movie maker: for the production of stop motion animations 
 Shadow screens and lighting 
 An adult provocateur 
All of the tools made available to the performers were chosen for their ability to address 
issues of engagement, safety and aesthetics. Some of the chosen tools addressed two or 
all three criteria. The goal was to cognitively engage children in problem solving activities 
in which they were interested, felt safe and produced richly aesthetic product.   
 
 
Figure 12: Creative Development One, 2012: Exploring the applications of tagtool 
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Processes 
At this stage of development, I relied on processes familiar to me as a practitioner and 
teacher. I designed workstations for content development, areas for free play and chill-
out zones. Children were offered as much freedom as was practical within the constraints 
of group safety. I aimed to create a generative environment that facilitated 
experimentation. The children worked with the teacher- artists and myself to produce a 
range of performative content. 
 
At the close of the first cycle of practice, the generative capacities of the performance 
environment constituted through the chosen tools and processes were affirmed. Children 
demonstrated interest in the tools and had produced a plethora of performance content. 
Reflection on practice moved toward a theoretical understanding of how each technique 
functioned. In this phase theories of constructivism were examined. Constructivism 
offered a way of interpreting the data generated in practice and indicated strategies for 
building on current techniques of practice. These methods of learning and teaching also 
addressed some of the ethical questions emerging in the work and indicated pathways 
forward.  
 
The second iteration of practice was undertaken over a fifteen-month period April 2012 
– June 2013. An aim of this cycle was to build community trust and support as part of 
creating an effective production environment. The role that parents and carers play in 
children’s engagement in activities was acknowledged and embraced. Over the course of 
the creative development, the legal and ethical processes necessary for the employment 
of children in the theatre were implemented. Continued attention was paid to this aspect 
of the work throughout the study. Relationships with Milton and Woodridge State 
Schools were developed to facilitate children’s involvement in the project. Families and 
carers were invited to a series of information evenings where the project was detailed and 
questions were answered. Information delivered to parents was subject to ethical 
clearance by QUT and included: an information sheet, consent form, image release, health 
form and rehearsal schedule specific to each creative development. As many of the 
participating families came from culturally and linguistically diverse communities, a 
school-based community liaison officer with first language skills was made available 
throughout the project.  
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Figure 13: Creative Development One, 2012: In school workshops. 
 
The second aim of practice was to ground workshop designs in the principles of 
sociocultural constructivism. These principles assert that the context in which 
learning takes place plays a role in student levels of engagement. I align learning and 
creating here to suggest that performance-making environments require specific 
characteristics, identified in sociocultural constructivist theory, for deep performer 
engagement. The assumption being made at the commencement of iteration two was 
that deep engagement may result in authentic expression and communication by the 
performers. The practice thus applied socio-constructivist principles to the design of 
the production environment. The environment includes relationships, tools, physical 
space and time allocation (Vygotsky 1987, Roth 1998, Rogoff 1998, Fleer and 
Robbins 2003, Cole 1997). Techniques include:  
 Being sensitive to performers’ social and cultural histories 
 Being reflexive in terms of directorial choices that shape the environment 
 Being explicit with the performers about process and outcomes 
 Conducting group interviews and discussions 
 Offering varied modes of expression  
 Ensuring adults and spaces are familiar 
 Allowing time for thoughts to wander, digress and return 
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Participants from Woodridge State School took part in six weeks of school-based 
workshops. Workshop activities were extended upon and synthesised in intensive 
rehearsals during the June 2012 and January 2013 school holidays. Children from both 
Woodridge and Milton State Schools participated in performance intensives. In addition 
to rehearsals, they participated in a workshop at the Queensland Art Gallery and visited 
the Queensland Museum. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 14: Creative Development Two, 2012. Explorations at the GoMA and in the rehearsal room. 
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Work in progress showings were presented to an audience of family and colleagues at the 
Woodward Theatre QUT. A vehicle sponsored by Sci-fleet motors transported the Logan 
performers to and from rehearsals each day and meals were provided for all performers. 
By the close of this cycle, the performance outcome was titled Joy Fear and Poetry, 
reflecting the emerging content, dramaturgy and philosophical assumptions underpinning 
the work.  
 
At the close of the second cycle of practice, tools and processes had been aligned with 
sociocultural constructivist principles and specific theatrical forms were emerging. 
Schools and families were invested in the work and in regular communication with the 
director. Teachers and carers viewed two work-in-progress showings and offered 
informal feedback. Performers were actively creating content in generative environments 
that were designed with an understanding of the links between context and cognitive 
engagement. Live and prerecorded digital content along with improvisation were 
established as the primary performance modalities.  
 
Reflection on the second cycle of practice identified resonances between the thematic 
content of the work and constructivist practices.  Childhood as content matter enabled an 
aesthetic investigation of the role that adults play in constructing environments for 
children. The performers entered this investigation with the researcher-director through 
the social and cultural practice of theatre making. Through this collaboration the children 
were afforded an opportunity to shape their society and culture whilst simultaneously 
revealing social and cultural influences on their lives. The children contributed to the 
work through their own experience and as co-contributor I drew from larger social 
discourse. The developing text became an intersubjective expression of adult child 
negotiations authored by adult and child interlocutors. Constructivism now played a role 
not only in establishing best practice technique for content development but also in 
conceptualising and authoring the performance text.  
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The emergent performance text highlighted the diversity of childhoods and in doing so 
problematised constructions of childhood that aim to universalise experience. An 
alignment was also emerging with postdramatic performance practice. The contingent 
nature of postdramatic works, the uncertainty and ever-present element of chance, reflects 
the forms, dramaturgy and aggregation of experiences in Joy Fear and Poetry. The 
efficacy of the constructivist approach in generating content from the children’s 
experience raised ethical considerations with regard to informed consent and treatment of 
content. This prompted an investigation of ethics from both educational and theatrical 
standpoints.  
 
The third and final iteration of practice comprised six weeks of in-school workshops, two 
weeks of technical development in the theatre, a two-week in-theatre intensive and a two-
week performance season.  Joy Fear and Poetry was performed in The Loft QUT from 
11 July – 20 July 2013 as part of La Boite Independents program.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The focus of the final creative development became an investigation of the ways in which 
the multiplicity of childhoods and the social interplay between adults and children might 
be articulated in the rehearsal processes, set design and performance text. This articulation 
was reliant on the performers’ prior engagement with the processes of content 
development and their interaction with the theatrical architecture during performance.  
Figure15: Joy Fear and Poetry marketing 2013. (Photographer Aaron Shambrook) 
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The theatrical architecture included the set and its potentiality in combination with AV as 
well as the specific forms that constituted the script.  
 
The crew comprised QUT students and recent graduates and a professional sound 
designer and dramaturg. Students and graduates were allocated mentors in lighting, 
audiovisual content development, production management and producing to support their 
participation in the work. During the creative process, I took on the role of mentor to the 
associate director and teacher-artists as well as director, writer and designer working with 
the children and through wider research to develop content and shape the work. The 
season brought about new challenges as the performers became aware of their 
performative potential. While the theatrical playground was designed to provide new 
challenges to the performers, the pace of this change proved challenging for the young 
crew. New processes were required to maintain the performer’s cognitive engagement so 
as to produce focused and motivated performances. This was significantly increased 
during the season as the children’s familiarity with the form required content challenge.  
 
The cast comprised children from Logan, Brisbane, Ipswich and the Gold Coast aged 
seven to twelve years. The performers from Logan were identified by their teachers as 
children interested in the arts and eager to communicate. Workshops were undertaken at 
the school over a two-year period during which time a core group emerged that became 
the Joy Fear and Poetry cast. The performers from Brisbane, Ipswich and the Gold Coast 
were approached either through their school newsletter or via direct contact with their 
parents. Through a series of creative developments, a similar core group of regular 
participants joined the cast. The design of the performance development accommodated 
a certain amount of attrition and addition as a natural and necessary part of working with 
children and families over an extended period of time. The final work employed four 
teacher-artists and a dedicated producer to support the performer’s needs, this included 
driving them to and from rehearsals, preparing meals and supporting them backstage 
during performance.   
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Fifteen child performers took part in the final presentation and constituted two casts who 
performed on alternate evenings. The adult actor remained constant throughout and was 
the sixteenth member of the cast.  
 
The critical response to Joy Fear and Poetry highlighted an audience expectation of a 
particular form of ‘authenticity’ and a desire to delineate the adult-created and child-
created content. Issues of authorship and ‘authenticity’ were raised, this brought me to 
consider how the TYP ethos of empowerment dominates the reading of works with 
children. For many audience members, a work’s ethical credentials and level of 
‘authenticity’ are dependent upon the techniques employed to author the work and 
dictated by established models of TYP practice.  Consideration of what this means in 
terms of work currently being produced with child performers became the final phase of 
theoretical investigation. 
 
3.7.2 Research Plan 
Research Plan  
DATE PHASE 
 
2011 
Semester 1 
 
Methodology and contextual review commenced 
2011 
Semester 2 
Ethical approval 
Risk assessment 
Seeking philanthropic support 
 
Semester 1 
2012 
Action Research Cycle 1 
Creative Development: collaboration with Queensland Performing 
Arts Centre (QPAC) KITE Program.  
Performance outcome January 2012 
Analysis of QPAC collaboration  
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2012 
Semester 2 
Action Research Cycle 2  
Establishing relationship with participant school, families and 
community support services. 
Immersion in the children’s community 
Six weeks of part-time preparatory work with performers leading 
toward a two-week school holiday intensive.  
 Devising and testing of expanded range techniques with children in 
the Woodward Theatre.  
One week with creatives in the theatre prior to children’s arrival.  
Work in progress showing June 2012 
Analysis of creative practice 
2013 
Semester 1  
Incorporating design aesthetics into performance. 
A three-week creative development in which alternate design 
aesthetics are utilised in the expression of children’s thoughts 
questions and understandings.  
Work in progress showing January 2013  
Analysis of creative practice  
2013 
Semester 2 
Action Research Cycle 3 
Reflecting on the findings of previous cycles, 4 weeks of creative 
development and rehearsal culminating in a performance outcome 
submitted for assessment in July 2013. Analysis of creative practice.   
2014 
Semester 1 
 
Exegesis submitted 
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3.8 METHODS OF DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 
The action research model offers an over-arching project structure as well as suggesting 
particular methods of data collection for reflective analysis. Gray’s (1996) assertion, 
stated earlier, posited that the practitioner’s strategies might rely on ‘specific methods 
familiar to us as practitioners...[re]purposed to serve as research methods for documenting 
and recording discoveries’, which are then available for ‘methodological scrutiny’ 
(Haseman 2009: 215) in the reflection phase of the action research cycle. ‘Action 
documentation’, as described by Nancy de Freitas (2002), names an often-disparate set 
of documentation activities undertaken in my professional practice. This naming draws 
together these familiar processes with the common purpose of facilitating scholarly 
reflection. Action documentation involves the systematic collection of data through 
sources that include video, audio, still images, journals and any other artefacts that emerge 
from a practitioner’s activity during the creative process with the explicit goal of 
facilitating reflective analysis.  
 
De Freitas points out the important role active documentation plays in bridging research 
and practice. 
Active documentation used as a research method can uncover difficulties 
associated with the merging of theoretical, personal and practical intentions 
at an early developmental stage of the project … problems related to the 
disconnection between the practice and the written analysis of that practice 
could be alleviated and the frequency of a student’s reflective interaction 
with their work could be monitored. (2002: 6) 
 
De Freitas’s notion of active documentation enables me to clearly distinguish between 
my creative and reflective processes while deeply integrating the understandings they 
generate.  
 
Prior to undertaking higher degree study, documentation of my work took the form of 
rich discursive texts that referenced and resonated with one another in their collection of 
images, questions, thoughts and dilemmas. The discursive characteristic of the 
documentation enabled the aesthetic ideas evolving in the work to be identified, 
contemplated and built upon outside the rehearsal room. Despite the fact that I maintained 
these active documents, I did not reflect on or analyse them beyond their function as 
performance-making tools or evidence of delivery.   
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Here, scholarly reflective practice outlined earlier in the ideas of Schön, Boud and 
Danielson will see these documents developed within a systematic process that ensures 
the inclusion of rich and relevant data. This data can then be mined to elicit insight and 
understanding that will inform future practice. Practice-led research demands that this set 
of methods should include the recording of phenomena understood only through 
witnessing the artwork. Upon examination of my current practice, those methods that 
presented themselves as familiar and relevant were: the performance matrix, visual 
journals, photography, video, audio, interviews and ongoing conversations with both 
children and practitioners.  
 
Boud describes how journaling can ‘capture an experience, record an event, explore our 
feelings or make sense of what we know’ (2001: 9). Within the for-action phase of the 
action research cycle, a journal can be used to detail expectations, establish resources and 
highlight concerns and intentions. During the in-action phase, it records events in the 
form of images, expressive writing and written notes. In the on-action phase, it offers the 
opportunity to extract meaning from the collected data to enhance understanding. A 
journal may also take the form of social media platforms that are shared by a range of 
stakeholders, as they have the potential to ‘stimulate collaborative reflection and 
experiential learning in emergent, asynchronous communities of practice’ (Anderson 
2010: 596). Facebook and Google Docs were utilised in Action Research Cycles 2 and 3 
as a platform for creatives to communicate throughout the process. These were made 
available to new artists and technicians entering the project simplifying induction into a 
complex environment. Artists grappled with challenges and shared ideas in these online 
environments. Upon reflection, these shared documents and discussions revealed the 
development of new understandings. In the final stages of performance development a 
performance matrix served as a tracking document (Appendix 4.2) for the development 
and application of praxis. It was an active document that recorded the process and purpose 
of emerging scenes. On reflection it provides and example of the model of practice 
proposed in this study. A newsletter designed for families involved in the project offered 
an additional access point beyond personal communication.   
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They recorded weekly activities undertaken by the children and raised issues of interest 
or potential concern for parents. Journals in variety of forms provide a space for ongoing 
conversations with children, their families and practitioners. Boud explains that the role 
of the journal is to: 
give an account of what happened and to retrieve as fully as possible the 
rich texture of events as they unfolded. The emphasis is on conjuring up the 
situation afresh and capturing it in a form that enables it to be revisited with 
ease. (2001: 14) 
 
This description of the purpose of documentation is of particular significance in 
performative research, where methods are required to capture the phenomena of lived 
experience. Hence the third category of methods – photography, video and audio – 
becomes essential to the active documentation strategy. When active documentation is 
employed effectively, it should provide rich and relevant data that echoes the developing 
creative work and highlights inconsistencies in the relationship between practice and 
theory. Data collected through action documentation is analysed in the reflection phase 
with reference to the developing theoretical framework of the study.  
 
Armstrong describes the application of theoretical understandings as: 
…a series of iterative stepping-stones in order to generate increasingly or 
sufficiently appropriate artistic propositions. In this way I am led as an 
artist into the next action research cycle with a refined set of questions and 
challenges. (Armstrong 2009, 192) 
 
Armstrong describes this work as praxis led, explaining that it is through a combination 
of practice and theoretical reflection that we move through complexity and emergence to 
new knowledge. Harrington (2006) defines Praxis as ‘…a dialectical relationship between 
the two [practice and theory], in which theory can learn from practice as well as direct 
and inform it’ (463). Therefore the key analytical mode employed in chapter four, 
‘Analysis of Creative Practice’ is the identification and investigation of significant 
moments of praxis. These moments, in which theory and practice coalesce or collide, 
provide opportunities for the generation of new knowledge. The resultant data is 
processed through reflection generating further data for analysis and future application in 
practice.  
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The methodology detailed in this chapter identifies practice-led research underpinned by 
reflective practice as the primary research strategy and uses action research as an 
organiser for creative development and reflection. It details an intention to develop 
current work practices to meet the needs of scholarly research through a structured 
process of active documentation. 
  
 112 
Chapter 4: Analysis of Creative Practice  
 
4.1 INTRODUCTION 
The purpose of this chapter is to analyse the three cycles of creative practice. It 
progressively examines theory and practice to illuminate the emergent trajectory of the 
study. The analysis reveals a development in the theoretical underpinnings and thematic 
territory of the creative practice, which expound the working principles of Joy Fear and 
Poetry in response to the research question 
 
In what ways did the techniques employed to author Joy Fear and Poetry create 
‘authentic’ theatre making practice with children? 
 
At this point in the exegesis I ask the reader to view the recording of Joy Fear and Poetry: 
the creative practice component of the study (Appendix 1). Joy Fear and Poetry was a 
theatrical expression of praxis that consolidated and articulated the aesthetic techniques 
and theoretical territory of the investigation. It is included here as an aide-memoire and 
is not examinable in its recorded format.  
 
This analysis builds an argument for the employment of sociocultural constructivist 
research and teaching practices in theatre making with children. The application of these 
practices highlights the related concepts of performativity, representation, collaborative 
practice and authorship and their implications for ‘authentic’ theatre making. These 
concepts emerged prior to and throughout the creative cycles and were targeted toward 
the identification of working principles with the potential to improve practice.  
 
Donald Schön’s concept of the ‘learning society’ (1973) underpinned the culture of the 
production environment. The environment was designed to provoke and disturb norms of 
practice within a performance making ecology that was poised for learning and adaptation 
(Schön 2006). Schön’s three phases of action structured thinking around planning, 
practice and reflection. This methodology was employed with the utilitarian objective of 
generating change in the working processes of professional artists working with children.   
 113 
The principles and corresponding processes were aimed at making an intervention into 
habituated ways of viewing and perceiving child performers as evidenced through a 
witnessing of the live event. The analysis of praxis and the resultant findings challenge 
some of the widely accepted precepts of theatre practice with children and suggest 
techniques within a model of practice that contributes new knowledge to both practice 
and theory. This contribution is tracked on the following pages as current knowledge is 
applied, reflected upon and revised to further understanding. The analysis provides a 
sequential account of how Joy Fear and Poetry was developed which is fully realised in 
the viewing of the performance work.  
 
The analysis of each creative cycle is discussed under the following headings: 
1. Description of the Cycle 
2. Building on Prior Knowledge 
3. How the Techniques Employed Developed Authentic Practices 
4. Emerging Concepts 
 
4.2 CREATIVE PRACTICE CYCLE 1 
 
4.2.1 Description of the Cycle  
The first iteration of practice took place over a two-week period of the summer holidays 
of 2012. (Appendix 4.1.1 Images of cycle one). 
The cast and crew comprised of:  
Cast: Children participating in The Every Child Counts Program, Logan.  
Crew and creatives: Teacher-artists: Tania Emiliani, Kaitlyn Rogers 
Production/stage manager: Fiona McKeon  
Technical  manager: Tessa Smallhorn 
In the first week of practice, the team of creatives and technicians built a theatrical play-
space and tested its technical capacity and stability. In the second week, twenty-two 
children entered the space and began a week-long process that culminated in a showing 
for families, carers and key stakeholders.   
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Figure 16: Creative Development One 2012: Tagtool digital animation in performance 
4.2.2 Building on Prior Knowledge 
Cycle One was a preliminary investigation of the initiating hunches of the study 
developed through my work as an educator and professional artist prior to undertaking 
academic study. The investigation proceeded through a process of in-theatre 
experimentation with a range of aesthetic tools designed to engage the child performers 
in the generation of creative content. The theme chosen for exploration was the 
performers’ area of expertise: childhood.  
 
The theatre space was designed to give the performers access to theatrical tools that 
encouraged cognitive engagement. It facilitated rich visual imagery through the use of a 
flexible audio-visual system, which included the capacity for projection, live animation, 
and shadow play. It employed safety strategies through the use of mediated content and 
safe spaces on-stage. Children improvised with aesthetic tools in an environment where 
experimentation was the objective. The performance creation was not a teaching exercise; 
the aim was not discipline training or individual empowerment but rather an investigation 
of how non-actors might aesthetically communicate with audiences.  
 
The justification for employing an improvisational mode of performance and hands-on 
tools for scene development was to establish techniques of theatrical authorship 
conducive to the attributes of child performers. The craft employed by trained actors is a 
specialised skill effectively deployed in representations of the adult world. However it 
becomes problematic when adults script for and perform as children.   
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When children are afforded the opportunity to play child roles in traditional narrative 
based dramas they rely on adults to dictate the signifiers that will enable them to 
communicate with an audience. Children may undertake training to build skills and 
knowledge; however, any product produced during the period of education will be 
measured against the goal of the training, and thus be viewed as a progression toward full 
accomplishment of their craft. A trained actor is highly adept at relaying signifiers that 
enable the audience to be absorbed in a fiction and lose awareness of the process of acting. 
Watching children in the process of discipline training audiences are often awkwardly 
aware of the mechanisms of process and who imposed them. The intention of the director 
is apparent and the child presents as a somewhat inadequate vehicle for that intention. It 
is, therefore, common in the theatre to see adults or puppets performing the roles of 
children, as they are capable of mastering the signifiers necessary to communicate 
intended meaning.  
Esslin explains that   
…dramatic performance must, at the most basic level be regarded as 
essentially a process by which information about the actions that are to be 
mimetically reproduced is conveyed to an audience’. (1988: 16)  
 
This study avoids such representations and seeks new modes of communication. The 
induction of children into familiar forms of signification may well be a valuable process 
in developing discipline knowledge, but it is problematic in the production of public 
performance. It is my belief that mimetic performance styles diminish the experiences of 
children and mask the transformative potential of the child performer.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Figure 17: Creative Development One, 2012: Stop motion animation 
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4.2.3 How the techniques employed developed authentic practices 
A series of tools and processes were chosen to create a theatrical playground in which 
children could experiment with content creation and performance styles. This section 
details these techniques and some observations made by the researcher during children’s 
engagement with them. The tools chosen for experimentation were: 
 
Tagtool: ‘Tagtool is a live performance tool for drawing and animation … it is operated 
collaboratively by an artist who draws pictures and an animator adding movement to the 
artwork with a gamepad.’ (http://www.tagtool.org). Images are drawn on a graphics tablet 
and transmitted via computer to a digital projector. During creative development, two 
tagtools were utilised and the images created were projected on to separate surfaces: the 
box and a cyclorama. The tagtool enabled the children to choose the colour, translucence, 
density, saturation, width and fade of the line through a fader board while the animator 
moved the image around the projection surface, dictating its position, size, rotation and 
fade; the animator was able to work simultaneously with multiple images. The tagtool 
created large visual effects fully controlled by the children. The operation of a technically 
complex creative tool was aimed at cognitively engaging children in the creation of an 
aesthetic product using a form that was familiar to them.  
 
Illustration utensils: Paints and pencils were used in workshops with the performers to 
create artworks that were digitised for use in performance. The children created drawings 
and paintings based on the theme of childhood. They photographed their work and created 
stop motion animations in iMovie that were integrated into the performance. This content 
development tool gave the children time to deeply consider the themes of the work and 
to revisit their drawings over the course of the week adding detail to their expressions. 
The artworks were projected on to the cyclorama and discussed by the child artist and 
adult actor during the performance. This discussion was based on Faith Rogow’s (2011) 
description of graphic-narrative play in which children discuss their artworks to reveal 
‘open ended forms of knowing’ (2011: 23).    
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Cubbies: The set included a 2 x 1.5 x 1 meter timber framed cubby house on castors, with 
three interchangeable front surfaces that functioned as a solid projection surface, a 
translucent scrim and a shadow screen. The cubby was designed to provide aesthetic 
cohesion and produce opportunities for improvised play. It offered the security of a 
holding space (McLean 2004: 49): a protective space in which children are free to 
experiment. No backstage space was used during the performance. Children sat or stood 
in cardboard boxes and on the floor participating as and when they chose.  
 
Adult provocateur: A professional actor was employed to take on the role of provocateur. 
His function was to extend the children’s thinking through Socratic questioning and 
encourage the expression of their ideas and perspectives for communication with the 
audience. This process was based on Augusto Boal’s (1992) work on the role of the actor 
and joker in Forum Theatre. In this approach trained actors and a facilitator (joker) 
provoke the non-actor by posing questions through dialogue and in action. The adult actor 
in creative development one provided a level of security to the performer whilst engaging 
them in communications with their audience. 
 
Observation One: Levels of Engagement 
In observing the children, I noted that the play-stations set up for content development 
enabled free movement by the children, which they transposed to the performance 
context. The tools employed in performance simulated the play-stations and the children 
responded accordingly moving from tool to tool, preferring to stay with one over another, 
engaging in discussion with peers and on occasion leaving the stage to talk to the director 
and crew. Children making choices about when and how to perform became a necessary 
feature of the work that created a fundamental departure from traditional modes of 
performance. I observed that ‘authentic’ performances, in which the children 
demonstrated focus and energy in the presentation of content, were only possible when 
they were intrinsically motivated to do so. The context needed to provide the children 
with a range of modes of engagement and the security of knowing they had freedom 
within these options.   
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The performers in creative development one were participants in the Every Child Counts 
Program whose families were experiencing a period of high stress. The children were 
often tired, hungry or distracted. Allowing choice in their level of participation resulted 
in more engaged performances. While the option to opt out altogether existed, no children 
took up the opportunity but were more likely to monitor their own levels of engagement, 
making offerings where they saw the opportunity and on other occasions choosing to 
observe from the safety of their cardboard boxes. The performance form thus became a 
series of activities in which children moved in and out of performance modalities.   
 
Observation Two: Shaping and being shaped by context.  
A key moment in creative development one that upon reflection established 
constructivism as a key theoretical underpinning in my work and which embodied 
Lehmann’s theorising around the ‘irruption of the real’; (Lehmann 2006) occurred when 
children discussed famous artworks with the adult actor on stage in The Gallery Scene. 
 
The visual artworks 
1. Nude (half length) Picasso 1907 
2. Meninas ler Picasso 1957 
3. Burdened Children Paul Klee 1930 
(Images removed due to copyright restrictions) 
 
As each of the artworks above was projected onto the cyclorama the following conversation took 
place: 
Adult:    What do you think this picture is about? 
Child 1:  I think this picture is a picture of a sad person. 
Child 2:  I think this person might have just been fired from work. 
                                           (Picture change) 
Child 1:  A picture of a daughter and mother and maybe they’re doing   
   homework? 
Child 2: I think it’s a picture of a mother and daughter and the mother has got too many 
bills to pay. 
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The journal entry from this encounter reads:  
 
Eliciting understandings 
The gallery scene allows the audience to see the inner workings of the child’s 
mind and the world that informs it. When the child says I think ‘this person 
just lost their job’ we understand both the power of the art and the practical 
daily concerns of the child. The child responds in a unique way particular to 
their experience partially due to their ignorance of the profundity of the work 
and yet its profundity still informs the child’s engagement with it.  
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4.2.4 Development of key concepts 
I had commenced with the hunch that improvisation enabled a child’s capacities to be 
demonstrated through its demand for cognitive engagement, however constructivism 
offered a far more complex explanation of the phenomena taking place. The improvising 
children were demonstrating constructivism in action. Through the affective dimensions 
of art and in collaboration with an attuned adult the children revealed how their social 
context was shaping their thinking. At the same time, the theatrical context enabled them 
to take part in shaping society through the sharing of their perspectives with an audience. 
Barbara Rogoff (2003) discusses the tendency of researchers to focus on the ways in 
which society impacts on children rather than viewing children as part of a dynamic social 
context in which they have a degree of agency. If we open ourselves to this possibility  
 
…[we] see a glimpse of a moving picture involving the history of the 
activities and the transformation toward the future in which people and 
their community engage. (Rogoff 2003: 60)  
 
In addition to stimulating audience thinking around the histories and futures evoked in 
The Gallery Scene, constructivism offered a parallel concept to Boal’s (1992) Forum 
Theatre actor and joker. These forum roles actively assist the non-actor to communicate 
more deeply and fluidly than they otherwise might. Similarly, constructivist Lev 
Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ serves to extend the 
learner through the support of more capable peers. These concepts helped to explain the 
function of the adult actor as well as offering further insight into the use of a full range of 
aesthetic tools. The ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ can be defined as 
 
…the area that is beyond one’s full comprehension and mastery, but that 
one is still able to fruitfully engage with, with the support of some tools, 
concepts and prompts from others. (Bazerman 1997: 296)  
 
Through the use of specific tools that demanded cognitive engagement and processes that 
extended their thinking the untrained performers were able to ‘fruitfully engage’ in the 
development and presentation of thematic content in performance.  
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One such tool and its associated process is digital media. The children produce digital 
content as they draw, paint, film and photograph artworks for inclusion in performance. 
Because digital material is produced pre-production, it allows the children greater time to 
contemplate the performance material they are creating and to make authorial choices that 
clarify and add depth to their work. This process is prompted by the adult provocateur 
who questions the children’s intended meanings and urges them toward full articulation. 
Similarly, digital content enables the director to edit content to best represent the 
performers and the broader purpose of the work. Digital media is a familiar form to most 
Australian children. It provides alternate means through which they might communicate 
their current experience to an audience more suited to their capacities and interests than 
traditional acting.  
 
One application of digital media used in creative development one was the projection of 
children’s stop-motion animations accompanied by a live discussion of their artworks 
with the adult actor. This audiovisual strategy enabled me to include the children’s 
drawings as a performance gesture and allowed the performers to engage in what Rogow 
(2011: 24) describes as graphic-narrative play, where children explain their drawings in 
a process of cross-modal meaning-making. This drawing and telling of one’s drawing 
reveals 
 
…open ended forms of knowing, expressing and communicating [that] 
unleash and reveal children’s deep meaning, multiperspective-taking and 
fluidity of thought … children’s telling and picturing of events during 
graphic-narrative play often are fluid, interactive relationships between 
words, images and gestures. (2011: 23) 
 
When reflecting on cycle one, qualifications began to steer the work toward 
constructivism.  I was not fully aware of it at the time however constructivism resonated 
every area of investigation from the context and logistical arrangements to the set design. 
The following analysis of creative cycle two details how the principles of constructivism 
became explicit in the process and performance outcome. 
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4.3 CREATIVE PRACTICE CYCLE 2 
 
4.3.1 Description of cycle 
The second iteration of practice consisted of two phases of performance development and 
two work in progress showings. This iteration took place over a fifteen-month period 
from April 2012 to June 2013. Both phases focused on building community relationships 
and experimented with performance making techniques. The extended nature of the 
practice facilitated the creation of content that could be revisited over time to produce 
deeply considered expressions. It afforded the opportunity to create work in a range of 
geographical locations commencing with those that were familiar to the children and 
progressively building familiarity with new spaces and people.  
 
The iteration included 
1. Two weeks of technical development  
2. Six weeks of part-time preparatory work with performers  
3. Four weeks of school holiday intensives: devising and testing techniques  
4. Work in progress showings June 2012 and January 2013 
(Appendix 4.1.2 Images of cycle two)  
 
The cast and crew comprised of:  
Cast:  Children from Woodridge and Milton State Schools.   
Crew: Teacher-artist and community liaison: Matt Seery  
Teacher-artist and sound design: Maddie Nixon 
Sound design: Peter Nelson 
Production/stage manager: Charlotte Barrett 
Technical coordinator: Michael Richardson 
Stage Manager: Nicole Neil 
Producer: Kat O’Sullivan 
 
4.3.2 Building on prior knowledge 
At the close of cycle one, I undertook a period of reflection and immersion in the 
theoretical fields emerging as integral to my practice. I examined the ways in which 
constructivist researchers worked with children to elicit ‘authentic’ communications and 
aligned these with children’s communications in performance.  
 123 
This alignment gave me a means by which to devise performance environments that 
encompassed sets, props, actor interactions and actions. 
Cycle two applied the principles and 
strategies of sociocultural research to 
the production environment to create increased opportunities for young performers to 
have complex and ‘authentic’ communications with their audiences. Additionally a 
sociocultural interpretive lens was used to assess levels of performer engagement using 
indicators such as the complexity of their artworks, fluidity of conversations, physical 
confidence in the space and levels of focus and motivation.  
  
Figure 19: Creative Development Two 2012 
 124 
Fleer and Robbins (2003) stress the importance of reflexivity in this process 
arguing that  
…consideration needs to be given to whether the social context (including 
adult-child relationships, communication patterns and ‘rules,’ philosophical 
paradigm adopted by the teacher [or director], and so on) is one that truly 
facilitates and supports the giving and sharing of ideas. (405) 
 
To address these concerns, I created the diagram below and used it to facilitate 
reflexivity. It functioned as a reminder of Rogoff’s (1998) three planes: 
‘personal interpersonal and community/institutional’. The diagram was used to 
construct and analyse moments of development keeping sociocultural concerns 
at the forefront of my practice. 
 
 
Figure 20: reflection tool 
Through studies undertaken with children, sociocultural researchers (Fleer 1997, Siegal 
1997, Cobern 1996) have begun to identify specific methods more conducive to 
children’s needs than traditional research methods. Researchers argue that these methods 
provide more accurate research data. When applied to creative development accurate data 
is equated with ‘authentic’ communication and thus the following methods were applied.  
  
Performer Context:
The child's prior 
experience  personal, 
social and cultural
Director/Researcher 
Context: 
The research position 
and theatre culture
Situation: 
the workshop 
activity or 
theatrical scene
Tools  and 
relationships:
objects and modes 
of interaction
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 Creating environments in which the children felt safe 
 Ensuring children were familiar with the spaces in which we worked 
 Undertaking workshops and rehearsals with familiar adults  
 Giving extended time to explore ideas and returning to them periodically 
 Encouraging children to work in groups with their peers 
 Ensuring open questioning during discussions  
 Using a range of expressive modes, drawing, dancing and speaking.   
I was then able to transpose these methods into theatrical forms focusing on 
 The incorporation of digital material created in contexts outside the live 
performance context.  
 The use of varied performance modalities across the acting/not-acting continuum 
(Kirby 1972, 4)  
 The inclusion of adult provocateurs 
 
The image below depicts the transposition process that took place. The sticky notes to the 
right are methods being used in workshops, on the left are the aesthetic forms emerging 
from these methods that show performance potential. In the centre, the scenes emerging 
from this process are being dramaturgically tracked and linked to thematic content. At 
this stage of development ‘joy’ and ‘fear’ were present but ‘poetry’ had not yet emerged. 
The rays reaching outward from the base of the arc delineate scenes and transitions.  
 
 Figure 21: Performance Planning 2012 
(creative development 2) 
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4.3.3 How the techniques employed developed authentic practices 
Understanding social and cultural histories 
The psychoanalytical concept of the holding space (Winnicott 1971; McLean 2004) was 
consistently applied in an attempt to create a space of safety for the performers that would 
enable their ‘uninterrupted flow of authentic self’ (Epstein 2001: 30). McLean highlights 
the essential nature of adult-child relationships in learning environments and argues that 
little real learning can take place without first establishing an environment of trust and 
understanding (2004: 67). Fleer and Robbins affirm McLean’s position asserting the 
importance of relationship building without which ‘an understanding of the social context 
in which the child operates may not be possible, nor may a truly collaborative exchange 
be achievable’ (2003: 417).  They suggest emulating home environments in which 
‘children are in everyday situations that are meaningful, are interacting with adults they 
know very well, and have lots of time and opportunities in which to have rich 
…conversations’ (Fleer and Robbins 2003: 417). During cycle two relationships were 
established with both the children and their families. A series of parent researcher 
meetings were held, casual discussions with parents at pick up and drop off times occurred 
and casual discussions with children took place during breaks and on bus rides to and 
from the theatre. An excursion to the Queensland Art Gallery and Museum provided 
further opportunities for the researcher to engage in rich everyday conversations with 
children. These practices continued throughout the study.  
 
Developing themes  
As the work developed through into the second cycle of practice the theme of childhood 
gained prominence as the forms being utilised generated content specific to children’s 
lived experience. During creative development sessions the interplay between risk and 
curiosity emerged as a significant tension. The children described the inherent dangers in 
their everyday explorations and the ways in which these were managed by themselves 
and their adult carers with varying degrees of tolerance. The title Joy Fear and Poetry 
emerged giving the work its dramaturgical structure and problematising the joy-fear 
dichotomy. The weight of Western historical perceptions of children, the era of 
empowerment and the diverse largely non-Western histories of the children heightened 
the need for open, diverse forms of expression that were able to encompass the children’s 
multiple perspectives and fluid contingent thinking.  
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Social commentary on ‘risk averse parenting’ contrasted against the rights of children to 
be curious and experiment created theatrical opportunities for playful subversion (Gill 
2007). We began experimenting with joy experienced through fear and vice versa.  We 
discussed lighting fires, scary movies and played games that made us scream.  We role-
played being ‘bad ass rappers’ (Personal Communication, July 12, 2012) who were 
bullied as children and who sing about war and violence. Our experiments with joy and 
fear, risk and curiosity enabled me to create a tension in the work that acknowledged the 
complex and emergent thinking taking place during childhood while referencing adult 
concerns regarding children’s protection and socialisation. 
 
Rehearsal room strategies 
In the first half of cycle two, the children expressed their interests and understandings 
about childhood in open discussions and in arts disciplines workshops. In the second half 
of the cycle, these were interpreted through a directorial lens and further interrogated 
through sociocultural constructivist approaches in the rehearsal room. The Today Show 
Scene experimented with strategies for eliciting children’s ‘authentic’ expressions and 
combining them with directorial and dramaturgical concerns to create a co-constructed 
text. Manifestations of the holding space in The Today Show Scene were a physical space 
of containment; investigating in large and small peer groups; open questioning by familiar 
adults and the use of diverse patterns of interaction and expression.  
 
            The Today Show:  
In role as band-members and hosts 
on The Today Show the performers 
enact a television interview. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Figure 22: Creative Development Two 2013 
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The Today Show Scene began development as a discussion of the children’s interests in 
music. These discussions revealed children’s complex thinking around issues of gender, 
violence, bullying, celebrity and adulthood. The content presented itself as a theatrical 
vehicle for the discussion of children’s engagement in the adult word. Children’s 
understandings of the themes and ideas expressed by adults though music were diverse 
and at times contradictory. Fleer and Robbins point out the contingent nature of children’s 
thinking and the ways in which they adapt to the dominant view of the society of which 
they are a part (2003: 412). They suggest that sociocultural analysis enables researches to 
more fully understand the impetus behind children’s expressions and the meanings they 
attach to them. 
When a broader sociocultural unit of analysis is used, it is possible to take 
into account the dominant…views of the community to which the child 
belongs. When alternative views are noted, they can be compared with the 
views of the community. When the alternatives of the child match those of 
the adult, it is possible to interpret these views as not alternate, but rather 
moving towards what is thought appropriate for that community. (Fleer and 
Robbins 2003: 412) 
 
In this way, children can be seen to be navigating the complex terrain of social and 
cultural mores related to both their historical and current situations. This terrain may 
include heritage and family culture, engagement with popular culture and the immediate 
theatrical environment. This process is illustrated below in a recording of rehearsal room 
discussions.  
Discussion: 
 
NB:  So what do you like about these rappers like Chris Brown? 
 
O:  He’s cool, most of his songs they don’t have swearing words. He dances and does 
‘cool as’ flips. 
 
NB:  What if I told you he was convicted of beating his wife? 
 
O:  Some men and wife fight but it must have been an accident. Accidents happen, 
right? 
 
NB:  Do you think it was an accident? 
 
O:  Nah, he was angry. It’s what happens when you’re angry at each other. 
 
NB:  So that just happens sometimes? Is that OK?  
 
O:  Nah. It’s not good. That’s against the law. 
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NB:  Does it stop you liking Chris Brown? 
 
O:  I still like him. He’s fun, even though he’s not nice with women. He’s great. Good 
dancer and singer. 
 
Fleer and Robbins (2003) propose that children’s thinking is flexible and fluid so their 
understandings are not a fixed set of ideas but developing thoughts that are complex, 
emergent and constantly being refined within their social cultural context ultimately 
shaping the development of their societies. Fleer’s 1997 study illustrated that ‘children 
can hold a number of views concurrently - some of which are clearly emerging’ (405). 
Rehearsal room experiments with the performers affirmed Fleer’s findings and 
heightened the need for a performance dramaturgy that discouraged audiences from 
perceiving children’s thoughts as fixed.  
 
‘Authenticity’ in this context is problematic, no fixed ‘truth’ can be identified as children 
imitate adult behaviours and adopt understandings acceptable to their community. My 
approach to this dilemma was to maintain the principles that demand an analysis of data 
through Rogoff’s (1998) three lenses: ‘personal, interpersonal and 
community/institutional’. In practical terms this meant that diverse patterns of interaction 
between the researcher and children needed to be employed alongside a multiplicity of 
expressive forms in performance. The aim was to provide audiences with the ideas, 
perspectives and experiences of children contextualised in ways that highlighted their 
personal, interpersonal and community interactions and negotiations.  
 
The child performers in Joy Fear and Poetry come from a range of cultural heritages 
including, Tanzanian, Burundian, Egyptian, Malaysian, Japanese and Australian, their 
histories vary greatly and their understandings are equally diverse. Sociocultural lenses 
applied in creative development supported a move toward representations that embodied 
complexity and contradiction in preference to a cohesive narrative of childhood. The work 
attempted to facilitate the ‘authentic’ expressions of children in all their diversity and 
embrace the emergent and contingent nature of their thinking.  
 
After initial discussions, the children developed band profiles and took on the role of 
interviewers to create lists of questions for the bands.  The performers created role-plays 
of television interviews which evolved into The Today Show Scene (Appendix 3.2).  
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In later developments an adult provocateur took on the role of interviewer. The questions 
written by the children became the starting point for his investigations ensuring that the 
children’s interests were pursued and an opportunity existed to deepen their thinking.  
 
The staging of the scene utilised the upstage area, which partially concealed the children 
from audience view.  It created a physical holding space designed to assist the child 
performers to move authentically from ‘inner’ to ‘outer world’ (McLean 2004: 49). The 
children faced a live feed camera, which projected their group image onto two large 
projection surfaces front of stage. As well as giving the illusion of a satellite interview, 
the staging afforded the children a level of safety designed to enable free and fluid 
improvisational offers uninhibited by the usual demands of performance. While some 
children sought individual attention from the audience and were comfortable performing 
on the open stage, others required the support of their peer group and engaged more 
actively when hidden from the direct gaze of the audience. Indeed even those children 
comfortable with performing on the open stage became more expressive when in groups 
and inside holding spaces. In the final presentation of Joy Fear and Poetry these 
techniques were repeated in various manifestations in every scene, from performing with 
backs to the audience to being completely hidden in the cubbies.  
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The Today Show Scene (Appendix 3.2) later 
expanded into Dancing in the Mirrors 
(Appendix3.1) in which the live performers 
mimicked the dance moves of famous artists as 
they watched themselves in mirrors. The music 
discussed in workshops was mixed with the 
children’s pre-recorded comments and was 
played throughout the scene (Appendix 3.6). The 
use of pre-recorded material enabled the 
children’s considered perspectives to sit 
alongside their improvised play. The scene gave 
a multiperspectival view of their engagement 
with the adult world highlighting the complex 
and emergent nature of children’s thinking. 
 
 
Mirrors and Monitors were used to enable the children to view their own performance 
providing deeper cognitive engagement and subsequently focus and motivation.  
 
Journal Entry July 4 2013 
Today I realised the importance of the children witnessing their own 
performances. We’ve been using a mirror like material in Dancing in the 
Mirror that gives only a blurred image. The children appeared self-conscious 
and a little bored. I tried using the actual mirrors, which we’d been avoiding 
for practical reasons (they’re heavy) and the change was immediate. The 
children began moving in far more animated ways, they were laughing and 
started playing with facial expressions. They were also far more interested 
in playing with the props. They are now REALLY experimenting.   
 
After this discovery, monitors and mirrors were used wherever possible to give the 
performers immediate feedback on their performance. This technique deepened 
their cognitive engagement by focusing them on experimentation and problem 
solving.  
Figure 23: Creative Development Three 2013 
 132 
When a monitor was placed back of stage during the Today Show Scene (Appendix 
3.2) the children began adjusting their positions to accommodate the live feed 
camera and animating their characters as they had done in Dancing in the Mirrors 
(Appendix 3.6).  
 
4.2.4 Development of key concepts 
The work evolved as a journey through a landscape of experiences abstracted and 
fragmented through the use of non-linear narrative, mediatised performance gestures and 
fluid notions of performativity. In using these elements, I enabled the narratives of many 
children and childhoods to be expressed while evoking for an audience the sensation of a 
shifting landscape one that is momentarily tangible but incomplete and subject to change, 
analogous with childhood processes of knowledge acquisition. It is an impression that 
resonates constructivist perspectives and developmental psychology in that disparate 
fragments of information acquired through lived experience build overtime a complex 
understanding of the world (Fleer and Robbins, 2003). The work attempts to give the 
audience a sense of this process of cognition in which children piece together information 
in ways that shift and change with time. In addition, the abstraction and fragmentation 
elements employed in the work have practical and ethical dimensions. On a practical 
level, they enable the narratives of many children and childhoods to be expressed in 
various performance modes to provide a multifaceted picture of modern day childhoods. 
On an ethical level, they afford a degree of protection to the performers who do not reveal 
personal narratives in a cohesive whole but traverse an acting/not-acting continuum 
(Kirby 1972: 4) interspersed with digital media. Finally, the fragmented and abstracted 
structure of the work distances the adult audience to a degree removing their authority 
and positioning expertise with the child. The adult is thus asked to listen closely to the 
performers and the digital information to construct meaning. The adult audience is not 
given a cohesive narrative, but a collection of moments in which children express a range 
of thoughts and ideas that are fluid, partial and at times contradictory (Fleer and Robbins 
2003).  
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The purpose in eliciting children’s ‘authentic’ and accurate perspectives for an audience 
is to highlight a complexity and diversity in children’s lives that has been largely ignored 
in main-stream theatre contexts in favour of a codified semiotic approach. In staging 
heterogeneity, children’s engagement in the shaping of culture will be highlighted as the 
many variant aspects of childhoods are performed. Theatre-making processes that 
position children as active agents navigating a dynamic and changing culture will 
generate more effective communications with children than those which aim to depict a 
concept or developmental stage. This requires a shift in fixed semiotic directing choices 
to what Eco refers to as ‘undercoding’(1976), the characterising of a new phenomena that 
will go some way to establishing a new semiotics for children in the theatre.  
  
4.4 CREATIVE PRACTICE CYCLE 3 
 
4.4.1 Description of cycle 
The third and final iteration of practice was designed in four parts: 
1. six weeks of in-school workshops 
2. two weeks of technical development  
3. a two-week in-theatre intensive  
4. a two-week performance season.   
 
The cast and crew comprised of: Myself as director, designer and researcher 
Cast:  Darcine Abbas, Ahmed Abdalla Gamar, Haley Billings, Elke Coulam, Rudy 
Coulam, Laurianne Gateka, Ashleigh Geissler, Glorious Irakada, David 
Ishimwe, Julia Jacobe, Dash Kruck, Eliachim Ndibaje, Kaito Nelson, Olivier 
Nsengiyumva, Andrew Thomson, Haniko Yates.   
Crew: Teacher-artists, Matt Seery, Chloe-Jayne Mitchell, Chrissy Alley and Cailin 
Adie 
Associate director: Heather Fairbairn 
Sound designer: Peter Nelson 
Lighting designer: Joel Redding 
Head of vision and sound: Ryan Mahony 
Dramaturg: Kris Plummer 
Production manager: Lucy Kelland 
Stage manager: Joseph Diskett 
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Assistant stage manager: Catherine Lilly-Howe 
Lighting and sound operators: Keir James and Matthew Milne 
Floor electrician: Brenton Slattery 
Producers: Kat O’Sullivan and Zoe Coben 
Marketing coordinator: Stacey Petersen 
Set realisers: Terry Summers and Brendan Wright 
Mentors: Andrew Earle, David Walters, Andrew Thomson, Natasha-Rose 
Pizzica.  
  
Over a period of six weeks, the performers worked with the director and teacher-artists to 
create performance content. They produced audio recordings, stop-motion animations 
and shadow puppets. They investigated concepts that would be revisited during 
improvised moments of performance. 
 
The physical performance architecture or play-space was constructed over a two-week 
technical development; it comprised the set, lighting and audio-visual systems designed 
on constructivist principles. It would later include an adult performer for the children to 
play with. The architecture contained elements required for live performance as well as 
material created over the course of the study: visual artworks and recordings. In addition 
to material created by the performers, further content drawn from wider research into 
children and childhood was embedded in the architecture, this included music, images 
and text.   
 
During the two-week intensive, the children were introduced to the theatrical play-space.  
They stepped through the performance matrix (Appendix 4.2); completed unfinished 
audio-visual material; played in the set and with props and further developed the concepts 
necessary to express considered thoughts in performance. These activities were an 
extension and refinement of work the children had done in the previous developments. 
Two casts, a total of fifteen children, rehearsed together supported by four teacher-artists, 
technical crew and myself. The final phase of creative development was the presentation 
of the Joy Fear and Poetry Indie Season. It comprised a two-week season in which each 
of the two casts performed on alternate nights.   
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4.4.2 Building on prior knowledge 
Two areas of investigation dominated cycle three. First the implementation of 
sociocultural constructivist techniques in rehearsal and performance and second the 
emerging links between constructivist theory and thematic content. The intention of cycle 
three was to build a theatrical play-space within which the performers could improvise 
their way through performance supported by a strong and reliable framework that was 
rich with previously curated content as well as being open to and actively provoking 
spontaneous live action by the performers. Director-created and performer-created 
content were to be melded in an intersubjective text that aimed to challenge habituated 
ways of perceiving children. Power relations and mediating influences in the creation 
process were to be acknowledged and managed by employing strategies that demand 
reflexivity.  
 
Cycle three implemented the sociocultural constructivist techniques established in cycle 
two to further develop performance content. The resulting material was aestheticised in 
scenes that maintained the underlying principles of the development techniques during 
performance. At times, the performers operated in stage environments that demanded 
‘higher order thinking’ (Salkind 2008). An example of this is the Interrogation Scene in 
which the children were asked to analyse, evaluate and make judgements on significant 
moral dilemmas. Similarly, the improvised play and physical demand of the Bubblewrap 
Scene required creative problem solving as the performers navigated the dynamic 
environment. At other times in the work, scenes comprised content created prior to the 
performance, layered over less demanding performance gestures. Both types of scenes 
employed higher order thinking however the first provided greatest cognitive challenge 
during the live performance and the second made these demands during the creative 
development phase. This layering can be observed in The Puppet Scene (Appendix 3.3). 
During workshops the children discussed how urban myths, movies and lived experiences 
had given them nightmares. The conversation took place over several workshops and was 
recorded and edited for performance. While discussing their fears, the children created 
shadow puppets of the characters in their nightmares. In performance, the children 
undertook the relatively prosaic task of hanging their puppets on the set as the more 
complex and considered material was communicated to the audience through the puppets 
and pre-recorded stories.   
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The techniques being employed were designed to produce an authentic performance style 
and content, one that maximised opportunities for expression. The multimodal approach 
provided opportunities for both spontaneous and considered performance gestures from 
the children that it was hoped would provide multifarious ideas, perspectives and 
experiences.  
 
As the work moved toward presentation, I became interested in how this style and content 
might coalesce in a cohesive thematic and dramaturgical structure that maintained 
constructivist principles. More specifically, how might the multiplicity of childhoods and 
the social interplay between adults and children be articulated in the rehearsal processes, 
set design and performance text? The intention of highlighting childhood experience in 
this way was twofold. First, the ways in which adults and children relate to one another 
was identified as a recurrent theme in the works of contemporary performance makers 
discussed in this study. It reflected a public interest in children’s lives and a shift in the 
roles and responsibilities of adults and children in performance making processes. 
Second, while I had established that ‘authenticity’ was a key objective when eliciting 
content from children I now needed to consider its relevance in relation to the dramaturgy 
and direction of the work. I entered cycle three with an assumption that the authoring of 
Joy Fear and Poetry was a combination of children’s performance gestures: live and 
mediated as well as how these were articulated to an audience through design and 
direction.  
 
4.4.3 How the techniques employed developed authentic practices:  
The Tools and Processes  
The tools and processes employed during rehearsal and presentation were grounded in 
sociocultural constructivist understandings. While the choice and application of tools and 
processes were varied and nuanced, some key features of the final stage rehearsal and 
presentation are listed below.  
Safety: acknowledging social and cultural histories  
 Working with familiar adults 
 Working collaboratively with adults  
 Devising in groups with peers  
 Choosing levels of engagement 
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Safety: reducing performance pressures 
 Use of holding spaces 
 Use of external cues: The performers were cued by LX AV and SND and were 
not required to remember lines or movements. When this wasn’t possible the SM 
took cues from performers who completed tasks in their own time  
 Vjay headset: enabled performer to talk to the SM 
 Live feed: enabled the children to perform in a safe space without the immediate 
pressure of an audience 
 Pre recorded material: enabled the delivery of considered dialogue and 
illustrations from the performers created in environments that were familiar to 
them 
 Use of radio microphones: negated the need for voice projection skills 
 
Cognitive engagement: creating focus, motivation and presence 
 Minimal rules and maximal freedom 
 actor/provocateur 
 Improvisation 
 Use of games and changing rules throughout the season 
 Task based activities 
 Use of mirrors and monitors: to enable children to focus on their performance via 
a visual aid  
 
The Set 
The design used in practice cycles one and two was a functional arrangement of theatre 
flats and rises (Appendix 4.1.2). It provided the elements required to experiment with the 
performance making tools and processes but stopped short of articulating the themes of 
the work. It included holding spaces, projection surfaces and live feed capabilities.  
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Figure 24: Set Design, Creative Development Two, 2012 
 I began conceptualising the new design in line with the emerging themes while 
maintaining the functional characteristics of the original set. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key terms emerging in the work were articulated in the design: risk, curiosity, hidden, 
secret, competence, protection, control, fragments, joy, fear and poetry. The audio-visual 
and lighting elements were designed simultaneously with the physical set. Through the 
set I aimed to deepen the articulation of thematic content for audiences by providing a 
multiplicity of expressive means that enabled gestures to reference and resonate one 
another.   
Figure 25: Set Design, Creative Development Three, 2013 
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Figure 26: Joy Fear and Poetry 2013 Photographer Jack Robin 
Patterns of performer engagement over several scenes 
This section looks at a range of scenes that demanded children’s cognitive engagement in 
higher order thinking and/or presented physical challenge in the completion of the task at 
hand. It considers how this mode of performer engagement relates to the concept of 
‘authenticity’ for both performer and audience. Van Leeuwen’s  (2001) discussion on the 
diverse applications of ‘authenticity’ and Langford’s (2010) critique of child-centred 
learning help to frame the discussion.  
 
In thirteen of the sixteen scenes in Joy Fear and Poetry cognitive engagement was 
employed as a technique for generating focused and motivated performances from the 
performers.  Children were actively analysing, problem solving and creating on the floor. 
This process can be observed in The Vjay Scene (Appendix 3.4) in which children 
operated the lighting desk, created animations and Vjayed via audio and visuals.  
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Figure 27: Joy Fear and Poetry 2013 Photographer Jack Robin 
Scenes created through the sociocultural constructivist techniques established in cycle 
two posed new challenges when taken into the performance season. The space was 
designed to engage children in improvised problem solving that generated spontaneous 
and engaged performances however as the tasks became more familiar cognitive demand 
was reduced and as a result energy and focus were also reduced. The question now 
became how might the techniques employed to create the content for Joy Fear and Poetry 
maintain their authenticity throughout a performance season?  
 
Journal Entry:  July 18 
Formulaic and rehearsed performances 
 
The children are falling into habits that make the work look formulaic in particular sections. The 
bubble wrap scene finished early tonight as the kids went through the motions like a memory 
game, they’ve stopped experimenting/playing. They’ve taken on their roles as performers very 
seriously and are getting the job done.  
 
Scenes that required renewed concentration each evening maintained their integrity: the 
live animation, lighting control and Vjaying; the changing of images in the gallery scene; 
the changing of adult characters in the interrogation scene and the improvised 
performance structure all continued to provoke the children’s thinking. However, it 
became apparent that in some sections greater challenge was needed to enhance 
engagement for the performers. I responded by changing the roles children played each 
evening and the rules of the games they played. 
 141 
Familiarity also had the reverse effect in some instances. The focus on creating a holding 
space had successfully created an environment in which the children felt comfortable to 
improvise.  This freedom resulted in performances that in some instances shifted the focus 
of the work. The performers became aware of their audience and began repeating actions 
that produced audience reaction. 
 
Journal Entry:  July 18 
Formulaic and rehearsed performances 
 
The children are all becoming very aware of audience reactions and have begun playing to them 
in ways that both diminish and enhance the performance. Tonight [performer A] was prompted 
by [performer B] to repeat “Ain’t nobody got time for dat!” which got a laugh last night – out of 
context and without spontaneity it didn’t work.  
 
 [performer] is becoming problematic in Interrogation and Gallery. She has identified these as 
‘her scenes’ and is having trouble sharing the limelight. …She dominates conversations and is 
losing the focus of the scene... Despite the audience’s laughter my feeling is that this didn’t make 
for a good performance and put [performer] in a vulnerable position as a performer, I think I 
need to remove her from the scene.  
 
Keeping the children engaged in activities that provided cognitive challenge was aimed 
at creating ‘authentic’ performances, which provided audiences with an element of ‘the 
real’. However defining authenticity and its value became nebulous as ostensibly 
authentic gestures did not always serve the work or provide sufficient safety for the 
performers.  
 
Negotiating Authenticity 
The concept of ‘authenticity’ is a contested one. The ways in which the term is understood 
and its applications in performance are diverse. Its use in this study is twofold: on the one 
hand it is taken to mean ‘not an imitation or copy’. The child performers are not adults 
pretending to be children or children delivering text that is an adult imitation of children’s 
thoughts and vernacular. These performers are actual children delivering lines and 
physical gestures that are unique to them as individuals. This is perhaps more unusual 
that one might expect.  
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In the marketing copy for Gob Squad’s Before Your Very Eyes, they emphasise that this 
is ‘a live show with real children!’ (Gob Squad 2011).  
 
Performances that employ ‘real children’ may be considered ‘genuine, with ‘authorship 
not in question’ (Van Leeuwen 2001: 392) by way of the child’s physical presence and 
engagement in improvised activity however live performance is only one modality in Joy 
Fear and Poetry. There are moments in the play where ‘authenticity’ and authorship 
operate quite differently. In these instances, ‘authenticity’ is strived for through an 
attempt to ‘be true to the essence’ of the adult-child relations at the same time as revealing 
‘a truth or deeply felt sentiment’ (Van Leeuwen 2001: 393).  From a directorial 
perspective this is not about direct articulation of children’s experience but a directorial 
choice that aligns content with the intention of the work to disrupt habitual readings of 
children in performance. This is achieved by working closely with the child performers 
in the development of an intersubjective aesthetic product. Informal audience feedback 
and critical response suggested an interest in this aspect of the work. Audience members 
expressed discomfort with their inability to make clear judgments of authorship. 
However, the work was never intended to be solely authored by the children. No claim 
was made that the performers were the writers or directors of the work or that aesthetic 
manipulation was not at play.  
 
Journal Entry: July 17 
Audience interest in improvisation 
What is striking me the most in audience responses is the interest in the improvised nature of the 
work. I hadn’t considered that there would be such a fascination with whether or not the children 
were improvising, whether the adult provocateurs characters and art works are changed each 
night. This is integral to the creation of the work but I had viewed this as an internal directorial 
strategy that would result in performances audiences would read for their content not their 
process or creation. A number of audience members, both artists and non-artists expressed 
surprise that the improvised nature of the work wasn’t highlighted in the program.  It seems there 
is more to the improvisational aspects of the work than purely a strategy to create motivated and 
focused performances.  For me this was just about the mode of communication most conducive to 
the needs of the performers but perhaps there’s more to it. Perhaps this speaks to notions of 
authenticity and audiences’ expectations of child performers in general.   
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It became clear in the presentation of Joy Fear and Poetry that the historical discourses 
of TYP and education affected audiences’ expectations of the work. However, the 
intention of the artistic product was not solely to facilitate children’s ideas, perspectives 
and experiences but rather to create a collaborative work in which both children and adults 
engaged in a conversation about adult-child relations that would be of interest to a broad 
audience. In a critical review of Joy Fear and Poetry, (Appendix 4.3.1) Atkin identified 
children’s employment of mimetic techniques as a reduction of ‘authenticity’ and 
assumed adult intervention and direction. He asserts:   
 
[The] youthful energy is soon lost, with Natasha Budd’s adult theatrics 
often smothering the spark of a child’s smile…the activity feels simulated, 
their smiles strained. The children are no longer privy to their own 
imaginations but to that of the director. (Atkin 2013) 
 
Atkin’s expectation that the children should perform with minimal adult interference 
reflects the positions outlined in the contextual review with regard the ‘facilitator’ 
approach in TYP practice and child-centred learning. But as Rachel Langford points out, 
this perspective can ‘limit the range of possible interactions between [teachers/directors] 
and children’, (2010) diminishing the potential for generative learning /creating 
environments. Singer describes how a child-centred approach  
 
…sentences the children not only to a separate child’s world, but also to a 
world without participating adults ... If there is no togetherness or shared 
interests, there is nothing to talk about or think about together.  (Singer 
1996: 28) 
 
Nonetheless, the irony is that in my search for ‘authenticity’, I had avoided precisely the 
type of direction to which Atkin refers. My directorial approach focused on spontaneity 
and improvisation through cognitive engagement with avoidance of mimetic 
reproduction. Not for any ideological reason but because of an aesthetic judgment about 
what constitutes an engaging performance for audiences. The children, however, had their 
own ideas. They were highly conscious of their role as performers and experimented with 
mimetic conventions familiar to them, often directed by a co-performer with an idea they 
thought would improve the group’s performance.  
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As a drama educator engaged in discipline training, I would encourage performers to 
connect the emotion of the scene to their bodily gesture regardless of how unconvincing 
the result. However, in a production created for public performance unconvincing 
mimetic presentation is problematic. This again raises questions of ‘authenticity’. If I do 
not allow the children to experiment with convention, as was their choice, I may well be 
constructing a false image of ‘authenticity’ that plays into historical perceptions of the 
child as innocent, vulnerable and ‘imaginatively absorbed’ (Witmore 2007:12) rather than 
taking the constructivist perspective that they are acquiring knowledge through 
interaction with their social and cultural context.  
 
Journal Entry: July 16 
Tonight [performer] showed up in a pig suit onesie which she intended to wear in the show. 
[teacher-artist] begged me not to let her wear it. In light of Atkin’s review [teacher artist] felt it 
may look contrived. Despite agreeing with [teacher-artist] I was irritated that a review could 
influence us to tell a child to modify their behaviour in a way that we had never asked them to do 
before particularly so as to appear like a more authentic child. I decided to let her go. After an 
initial opening scene in which the pig popped up in the cubby windows the suit disappeared – 
[performer] had decided for herself that it wouldn’t work in subsequent scenes and had taken it 
off. Perhaps my decision could have been disastrous I’m not sure.  
 
While I employed techniques that enabled the children to express themselves 
authentically to an audience, I did not view this as precluding the director from engaging 
in the conversation. The interpretation of ‘authenticity’ employed involved articulating 
children’s ideas, perspectives and experiences with a level of accuracy that was ‘true to 
the essence’ (Van Leeuwen 2001: 393) of their intended meaning. This content was 
mediated by the production environment and shaped by directorial intent. Sociocultural 
constructivist principles demanded that I acknowledge my role as adult interlocutor in 
this process to more accurately reflect the process of production. Langford’s (2010) model 
of ‘democratic pedagogy’ is useful here in understanding the benefits of adults and 
children collaborating in this way. She argues for a ‘democratic centre’ in which adults 
and children participate in collaborative practices focused on learning.  
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In the proposed model  
 
Learning [or creating] becomes understood as a process whereby both the 
child and teacher [or director] and children as peers are actively engaged in 
events that can be initiated by the child, by peers and by the teacher within 
an environment that has been set up collaboratively by children and 
teachers. These processes do not rule out that teachers would respond to 
children’s interests and build on their existing knowledge. But, within a 
democratic centre, these responses are understood as part of the ways in 
which children learn rather than simply a means to being child-centred; 
thus, they have the potential to be more authentic. (Langford 2010: 122)  
 
If, as Langford suggests, we place our focus on engaging in events where adult-child 
relationships are not diminished then more nuanced or ‘authentic’ theatrical expressions 
may be possible. 
 
The Fire Scene (appendix 3.5) was constructed in a space of collaborative creation where 
adult and child understandings were jointly investigated in a space of ‘shared interest’ 
(Singer 1996, 32). Learning and creating was then extended to the audience though the 
act of performance. This analysis of practice looks at the implications for ‘authenticity’ 
and authorship of employing ‘democratic pedagogy’ (Langford 2010). It draws on 
McCall’s (2011) concept of the ‘composite text’ and Barthes’ provocation that the author 
is dead.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Fire Scene: A child sits motionless as fire projection engulfs the set. She is 
silhouetted against a red backlight. Inaudible voices of children playing can be heard in 
the background.   
Figure 28: Joy Fear and Poetry 2013 Photographer Jack Robin  
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This scene was prompted by workshop discussions about risk. Risk emerged in early 
developments as a recurrent characteristic of childhoods: the overarching theme of the 
work. The performers talked a good deal about fire in these conversations as I provoked, 
inquired, and challenged their expressions.  Fire was a risk that had given some 
performers visible scars and for most fond memories. It was a motif that also resonated 
themes of joy and fear beyond the children’s individual experiences.  This motif was 
repeated throughout the performance in the audio recordings about children’s experiences 
with fire; in the stop-motion animations depicting campfires; in the representation of 
children smoking; in the lone child playing with a lighter and in the fire that engulfed the 
set. All of these images came directly from stories told by the performers. The large fire 
was in part a representation of a major house fire in Logan, which had scared many of the 
children. While audiences may have read the scene as a literal re-creation of the Logan 
fire, my directorial intention was to allow it to resonate more poetically the many nuances 
of fire as a motif. In its final presentation, the fire was placed after the scene of deepest 
fears: Under the House (Appendix 3.5). 
 
 
Figure 29: Joy Fear and Poetry 2013 (Photographer Jack Robin)  
The fire was an attempt to create a space within the work for audiences to contemplate 
the aggregation of fears depicted in Act Two through a moment of cathartic cleansing as 
we moved into Act Three: Poetry.  
 147 
Audiences were being asked to construct their own meaning from the plethora of 
interrelated references in the work. One audience member expressed her understanding 
of the fire scene as the world that engulfs children, an adult world beyond their control 
that they are witness to (Personal Communication, Xris Reardon, 2013). Another 
expressed that for her, it represented the fires we as adults ignite in children, both good 
and bad, which cannot be extinguished (Personal Communication, Associate Professor 
Kerryann Walsh, 2013). These informal audience responses suggest that active learning 
and creating was indeed experienced by the audience. 
 
To construct the scene, I first employed sociocultural-constructivist research techniques 
to elicit ideas, perspectives and experiences from the children that reflected their interests 
and concerns. Second, I considered these in relation to the themes of the work: the 
negotiation of risk and curiosity in childhoods. Including the role adults play in both 
protecting children from risk and placing them in danger. Finally, I aestheticised the 
material with a degree of protective distancing. I avoided interrogating the children’s fears 
about the house fire and instead presented the fire as an open motif, which relied on a 
degree of audience knowledge.  
 
4.4.4 Development of key concepts  
 Authorship and Authenticity 
Critical response to Joy Fear and Poetry indicated an interest in identifying authorship 
and by extension ‘authenticity’. The construction of the fire scene offers an opportunity 
to examine these issues. Who authored this scene in which the actor sat motionless amid 
the projection? The children because the scene embodied their stories? The director 
because she prompted conversations and aestheticised their content? Or the audience who 
interpreted the scene’s meaning?  When the principles of sociocultural constructivism are 
applied in the pursuit of a negotiated intersubjective text, I propose that the performer, 
director and audience all contribute to the authoring of the text. Moreover, that this 
authoring is ‘authentic’ in its acknowledgment of the many varied experiences and 
contextual influences that constitute the text.  
 
When groups of professional artists work with children to devise performance issues of 
authenticity linked to ethical practice are in question. Critical response to Joy Fear and 
Poetry pointed to an interest in this aspect of the work.   
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Was it a true expression by the children? Were they coached or scripted? What editing 
process took place and by whom? Ethical issues arise when audiences perceive that the 
promise of ‘truth’ is somehow compromised, which brings into question what level of 
directorial control audiences will tolerate in works that claim or infer a level of 
‘authenticity’ from their young performers. If artists attempt to stage children and young 
people’s expressions in professional contexts, a degree of dramaturgy and direction will 
be employed, however these appear to raise questions regarding the ‘authenticity’ of the 
work and a renegotiation of audience expectation may be necessary. The fire scene was 
intended to be ‘true to the essence’ of ‘children’s expressions and ‘revealed a truth’ about 
adult’s role in shaping children’s experience. In this sense, ‘authenticity’ is not a matter 
of origin or authorship in any purist sense but rather the expression of a sentiment that it 
is hoped will hold currency with its audience. 
 
If ‘democratic pedagogy’ (Langford 2010) as described in the contextual review, is 
employed in the rehearsal room, both children and adults direct activities and we begin 
to move toward what McCall (2011) describes as a negotiated ‘composite text’. The goal 
of which is to ethically negotiate a multiplicity of voices with an emphasis on 
collaboration. McCall argues that collaboration takes place even in instances where the 
artifice of sole authorship is upheld. The construction of a text, in particular a performance 
text, involves the creative input of a wide range of artists. The sociocultural constructivist 
position, which emphasises the influence of an individual’s social, cultural and historical 
context in their expression of ideas, supports McCall’s identification of the 
interconnectedness of individuals and their environments.   
 
While McCall refers specifically to the cross-fertilisation that occurs when different 
cultural groups share a social context Barthes (1968) draws attention to the mediating 
mechanism of language provocatively suggesting that language itself functions as an 
author, dictating the potential understandings and expressions of the writer. He points out 
the  
…necessity of substituting language itself for the man who hitherto was 
supposed to own it…it is language which speaks, not the author: to write is 
to reach, through a preexisting impersonality.   
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In theatrical terms, this means that the languages of the theatre: lighting, sound, 
projection, and so forth constitute a form of authorship. The languages available to the 
creative team, and their experience of these, shape the final product. There was a degree 
of induction into the languages here as the children operated the backlight and flickered 
a red gel to create a flame-like effect as the audiovisual operator projected the flames and 
played music from the classical canon.  The multiplicity of influences that combine to 
author the fire scene are targeted toward a polysemic representation of childhoods, and 
adult’s position in relation to children. The scene’s indeterminacy in terms of both content 
and authorship enables it to remain dynamic and generative rather than static or fixed.  
Once the author is gone, the claim to “decipher” a text becomes quite 
useless. To give an Author to a text is to impose upon that text a stop 
clause, to furnish it with a final signification, to close the writing. (Barthes 
1968: 5) 
 
The Fire Scene is a polysemic performance gesture in which the identification of a single 
child’s narrative is imperceptible. Authorship is instead a divergent mix of experiences, 
perspectives and ideas that emerge from a range of individual contexts and are expressed 
through a diversity of mediums. The goal is to undermine any definitive explanation of 
what childhood might be and create connections between the disparate parts that it is 
hoped will resonate authentically with audiences.  
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Chapter 5: Findings and Conclusion 
 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 
At the close of this research project, I am aware of the many lines of enquiry that, despite 
their importance to performance-making with children, were beyond the scope of this 
study. Some of these have been touched upon throughout this exegesis; others are present 
in my thinking and in the creative practice but not articulated in the written work. Instead, 
this study presents a selection of the techniques employed to author Joy Fear and Poetry. 
It examines their theoretical underpinnings and the implications of their use when making 
theatre with children. This final chapter takes the key concepts to evolve from praxis and 
proposes a cohesive model of practice. Areas for future investigation are indicated at the 
close of this section. The creative practice and theoretical reflections, which constitute 
the study, were directed toward addressing the central question: 
 
In what ways did the techniques employed to author Joy Fear and Poetry create 
authentic theatre making practice with children? 
 
The task of establishing ‘authentic’ theatre making practices was compelled by what 
Haseman refers to as an ‘enthusiasm of practice’ (2006: 3): an ‘exciting’ and ‘unruly’ 
possibility that demands investigation (3). The ‘enthusiasm’ which initiated this study, 
was the prospect that tools and processes might be established that enable untrained 
children to perform in main stage productions that challenge limiting representations. The 
possibility was grounded in a set of initiating hunches established through my work as a 
theatre practitioner and educator, providing a starting point for in-theatre investigations. 
The study aimed to facilitate changes in work practices capable of being applied to future 
instances and made available to practitioners for further experimentation (Schön 1983). 
Through three cycles of action research, the utilitarian objective of establishing theatre-
making techniques was expanded to include a conceptual investigation of the purpose and 
effect of those techniques in practice.   
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The study proposes a set of techniques that create conditions conducive to eliciting 
children’s thoughts and ideas with a degree of accuracy ‘true to the essence’ of the 
children’s intended meaning (Van Leeuwen 2001). The techniques expand the modes of 
expression available to untrained child performers through the provision of a safe 
environment, cognitively engaging activities and a stage design that provides a variety of 
theatrical tools with which to create highly visual performance. I believe that these 
strategies are capable of producing rich content and strong performances by children. 
They do not rely on traditional discipline training but are, nonetheless, able to 
authentically communicate ideas, perspectives and experiences and thus make an 
intervention into habituated ways of viewing children.  
 
I posit that these techniques, employed as an interrelated whole, constitute ‘authentic’ 
theatre making practice with children. This approach represents a system of shared 
authorship between adults and children that is attuned to the contextual conditions of the 
learning/creating environment and the social and cultural histories of the performers. It is 
a process that challenges traditional TYP practice but which adopts and inflects the field’s 
ethical intentionality. Many of the techniques employed in this study were developed by 
and are commonly practiced by sociocultural constructivist educators and researchers, but 
are little known to performance makers. The transposition of these practices into the 
theatre raises new lines of enquiry in relation to the development of intersubjective texts 
by adult-child interlocutors that challenge popular positions in the fields of both theatre 
and education. The disquiet felt by educators (Singer 1996; Brooker 2005; McArdle 2005; 
Langford 2010) and cultural theorists (Barthes 1968; hooks 1989; McCall 2011) as it 
relates to children’s self-governance is only just beginning to impact upon theatre 
practices. Works by artists like Stumpf, Etchells, and Devriendt have created critical 
rumblings, but no serious critique has entered mainstream discourse. This exegesis and 
its accompanying performance work aim to add productively to this discussion. 
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5.2 TECHNIQUES OF AUTHENTIC PRACTICE 
Theoretical perspectives drawn from sociocultural constructivism, child psychology, 
cultural theory and contemporary performance theory underpin the techniques of 
‘authentic’ practice proposed in this study. They are articulated through the application 
of specific tools and processes employed in the creation and presentation of Joy Fear and 
Poetry. Initially investigations were grounded in Donald Winnicott’s (1971) concept of 
‘the holding space’ and its expansion into the realm of teacher-child relationships by 
McLean (2004). Winnicott (1971) describes the effect of being ‘held’ as ‘going-on-being’ 
(3) a state in which the child experiences the  ‘uninterrupted flow of authentic self’ 
(Epstein 2008: 11). I drew comparisons between this concept and the form choices being 
made by contemporary artists working with children and observed their capacity to 
encourage fluid expression by the child performers.  
 
In my search for techniques that enabled this state of ‘flow’, I encountered sociocultural 
constructivist learning theories based in the assumption that cognition is situated in social, 
cultural and historical contexts. This discovery aligned with my growing belief in the 
importance of ‘the holding space’. Both theories highlight the essential nature of context 
for optimum creating and learning. They view knowledge as fluid and dynamic being 
constantly shaped through interaction with the environment. Techniques employed by 
researchers (Vygotsky 1962, Rogoff 1998; Roth 1998; Fleer and Robbins 2003) were 
transposed into theatre-making practices. The theories also enabled experimentation and 
development with new techniques and applications in the development of Joy Fear and 
Poetry.  They dictated logistical arrangements, rehearsal processes and performance 
modalities.  
 
The application of these strategies in the rehearsal room and in performance resulted in a 
theatrical play-space that ‘held’ the performers whilst encouraging fluid and frequent 
expression. The holding space provided a level of safety to performers that reduced 
performance demands and encouraged ‘uninterrupted flow’ (Epstein 2008: 11) of their 
thoughts, ideas and experiences. Sociocultural constructivism offered specific strategies 
for producing an alignment between children’s understandings and the theatrical gestures 
presented in live performance.  
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Each gesture whether live or mediated was directed toward maximising children’s 
communicative potential through focused, motivated and richly aesthetic performances.  
Key characteristics of the theatrical play-space are: 
 the use of an adult provocateur to stimulate performer engagement 
 the use of digital media to present pre-recorded content produced by children 
 the use of a range of performance modalities with an emphasis on improvisation 
 and set and props that embody the concept of the holding space and facilitate the 
application of sociocultural constructivist practices  
 
Perhaps the most significant finding, within the development of the model, is the 
establishment of an adult-child dramaturgy constructed through the employment of an 
adult provocateur working in collaboration with the child performers. This approach to 
dramaturgy is made explicit in the adult-child interactions at play during the Interrogation 
(Appendix 1), Gallery (Appendix 1) and Today Show (Appendix 3.2) scenes and is also 
present in the development process of all scenes. The dramaturgical function of the 
provocateur is twofold. First, the adult serves a Socratic function opening up new 
dimensions of exploration by provoking children’s thinking and encouraging its 
expression. Second, the adult ensures that improvised performance maintains a well-made 
shape moving scenes forward and monitoring tension. This encourages the free flow of 
children’s ideas and reduces the performance demands placed upon them. 
 
This interlocutor relationship enables the performers to achieve more than would be 
possible working independently. The approach is based on Vygosky’s ‘zone of proximal 
development’ (Vygotsky and Cole 1978) Rogow’s (2011) graphic-narrative play and 
Augusto Boal’s (1992) model of acting for Forum Theatre. In performance, the process 
reveals how children’s social context shapes their thinking whilst simultaneously 
enabling them to take part in the shaping of society (Rogoff 2003, Fleer and Robbins 
2003).  
 
Through this approach to dramaturgy, we are able to disrupt audience’s preconceived 
connotations and objectifications of children by affording opportunities for untrained 
child performers to deepen their thinking and more fully demonstrate their capacities.  
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In the development of Joy Fear and Poetry, the director and a team of teacher-artists 
carried out the role of provocateur during content development and rehearsal. In 
performance, a trained actor took on the role performing alongside the children. 
The use of digital media affords a level of safety and facilitates an alignment between 
children’s understandings and expressions by providing an alternate performance 
modality.  Through the inclusion of pre-recorded material, children are able to develop 
content in familiar surrounds over extended periods of time that enables deep reflection 
on a topic. This extended process is capable of eliciting considered responses that offer 
additional or alternate perspectives to those expressed spontaneously.  
 
When the craft of acting is no longer relied upon for communication with an audience, 
the director must search for new modalities that meet the needs of a diverse group of 
performers. The use of a range of performance styles gave flexibility to the performers 
who varied in their strengths and capabilities. Discursive forms were employed to 
accurately reflect the emergent and contingent nature of the performers’ understandings. 
The modalities employed in Joy Fear and Poetry oscillated between mimetic 
representation and expressions of ‘the real’. Each modality was investigated for its 
capacity to produce focused and motivated performances from the children. Key to focus 
and motivation was the use of improvisation, which demanded the performers cognitive 
engagement and problem solving skills. Performers chose the modalities that interested 
them were able to change their roles throughout the season.  
 
The set and props in Joy Fear and Poetry constitute the physical framework of an 
effective theatrical play-space. They embody the concept of the holding space and 
facilitate the application of sociocultural constructivist practices. The set provided the 
performers with a multiplicity of expressive means including: live action; projection of 
pre-recorded content; live feed footage; digital animation; control of the lighting console 
and Vjaying. This array of performance modalities was designed to afford children the 
best opportunity to demonstrate their ideas, perspectives and experiences.  
 
The objective of creating techniques for ‘authentic’ practice is to produce performances 
that make an intervention into habituated ways of presenting and perceiving children in 
the theatre.  
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While an audience reception study was beyond the scope of this investigation, informal 
audience response suggested that the application of techniques went some way to 
achieving this goal.  
 
It was a powerful and challenging piece that demonstrated so clearly the 
children’s agency, social, communicative and physical competence, 
independent and critical thought, empathy, mastery, resilience, and 
humour. I found it moving (to the brink of tears) and inspiring. It did seem 
that you had conceptualised the performance to show the many dimensions 
of childhood … leaving us, very boldly, with a sense that children do not 
miss a trick: they are intensely conscious of their environments and 
experience things that happen around them, deeply. (Personal email, 
Associate Professor Kerryann Walsh, 2013) 
 
However this study does not claim that the techniques applied in Joy Fear and Poetry 
produced an authentic outcome rather that:   
 
Sociocultural constructivist practices and the related concept of the holding space 
transposed into theatre making techniques create conditions conducive to authentic 
performance by child performers.  
 
A focus on eliciting ‘authentic’ aesthetic gestures in part represents an ethical intention 
to not misrepresent the child’s intended communication. ‘Authenticity’ in this instance is 
evidenced in an alignment between the child performer’s aesthetic gestures and their 
subjective understandings, perspectives and ideas. While aiming for ‘true’ self-
expression, scrutiny of the broad social cultural and historical context within which the 
performance was being created revealed rich and complex negotiations taking place in a 
dynamic environment. The characteristics of the environment including the theatre space, 
technology, participating adults and so forth were identified as impacting on children’s 
choices and thus consideration of the wider context became a criterion for ‘authenticity’.  
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The second proposition of this study thus becomes: 
 
‘Authenticity’ can only be achieved through an active investigation of the many 
contributing factors and contextual conditions of the performance-making 
environment 
 
Extending the idea that ‘authenticity’ goes beyond the self, Langford’s (2010) critique of 
child-centred pedagogy enabled me to identify the artifice of ‘authenticity’ deployed to 
maintain a view of children as ‘authentic’, autonomous and ‘natural’ beings. Langford 
disputes this perception and points out the interconnectedness of children and adults as 
we ‘react and respond in relation [to] each other in complex and entangled ways, with 
growing knowledge, skill, power, judgement and agency’ (Langford 2010). McNay 
supports Langford’s view stating that: 
 
[I]t is possible to argue that the preoccupation with autonomy or self-
mastery is simply a moment in the process of social interaction which has 
been artificially isolated or privileged: both cognitive-instrumental mastery 
of an objectified nature (and society) and narcissistically overinflated 
autonomy (in the sense of purposively rational self assertion) are derivative 
moments that have been independent from the communicative structures of 
the lifeworld. (McNay 2013: 149) 
 
Sociocultural constructivist practices enable children’s individual expressions whilst 
highlighting the ‘communicative structures of the ‘lifeworld’. To mitigate the artificial 
privileging described by McNay, Langford proposes a ‘democratic centre’which 
‘addresses concerns about the separation of children and adults in child-centred pedagogy’ 
(113). Langford’s theory provided new ways of looking at how children and adults might 
work together in the production of a creative work.  Joy Fear and Poetry examined adult-
child negotiations in both the themes and techniques of performance-making. It avoided 
the binary of child-authored or adult-authored text and moved toward the creation of a 
negotiated composite text (McCall 2011: 18). The third proposition brought about through 
this investigation is that:   
 
Authorship, as a shared activity between adults and children, constitutes an 
authentic enactment of lived experience.  
  
 157 
5.3  SIGNIFICANCE AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 
 
5.3.1 Significance 
The significance of these findings is that they offer performance makers new techniques 
for working with children in the theatre. The findings suggest that non-actors can 
effectively communicate with audiences given the productive conditions. The proposed 
techniques apply to logistical arrangements, rehearsal processes and performance 
modalities, and are targeted toward ‘authentic’ communications between children and 
adults. The value in establishing ‘authentic’ authorship techniques is their potential to 
make an intervention into habituated ways of presenting and perceiving children in the 
theatre. While gains have been made in the youth theatre sector and in theatre for the very 
young, this study focuses on children aged seven to twelve years who are frequently 
omitted from the youth theatre discourses. The strategies proposed in this study aim to 
resolve some of the challenges of working with this age group so that they might be more 
strongly represented in mainstream performance making into the future.  
 
Negative representations of teachers like that evoked in Chance’s 1982 article “The Last 
Bastion of Liberalism” create an artificial antagonism between teachers and children and 
between education and art. The sentiment in Chance’s assertion that ‘Youth theatres speak 
with the natural voice of youthful concern’ in contrast to ‘the didactic impressed by 
propagandist teachers’ has been both pervasive and tenacious (Chance 1982: 14).  This 
study demonstrates that both historically and in contemporary practice, education has led 
the way in innovative arts practice with children. Pedagogues rigorously investigate best 
practice methods through which children might express themselves. Their efforts create 
fertile ground for artists to explore performance-making techniques. Increased 
collaboration between artists and educators in the development of techniques for use in 
the theatre may rapidly expand the forms currently available.  
 
The polarising of youth theatre’s grounded forms and mainstream art forms is similarly 
unhelpful when attempting to resolve issues of young people’s representation in the 
theatre. As Turner and Behrndt  point out (2008: 188), the new century has seen the re-
entry of old forms which now exist alongside what might be considered ‘real’ or 
‘authentic’ performance gestures.  
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Emerging practices signal a future in which such distinctions may be difficult to maintain. 
David Hesmondhalgh questions the purpose of such distinctions when he asks  
 
[Whether the] discourse about the evaluation of symbolic forms serves to 
reinforce power relations and maintain divisions between people and 
communities, or whether evaluation can serve as a basis for greater 
commonality? (2007: 507) 
 
Investigations into hybrid and multidisciplinary forms that bridge the gap between 
grounded and mainstream art practices are increasing opportunities for young people in 
the theatre. Further investigations need to be undertaken to fully realise this goal and to 
understand the barriers that continue to exist for children aged seven to twelve.  
 
5.3.2 Future Directions  
The greatest challenge in diverting from well-established TYP practice in this study has 
been working out on what basis to judge ethical practice. Aristotle argued that ‘ethics 
rests in the character of the individual. The improvement of your character and the 
fulfillment of its potential is the aim of ethics, and, indeed, of life itself’ (Ridout 2009: 3). 
This may appear self-evident and, in part, justification for the TYP ethos of 
empowerment. However, authenticity and its popular alignment with notions of ‘the self’ 
have been problematised throughout this study. The ‘self’ has been identified as existing 
within complex and dynamic environments rather than representing a process of 
individual cognition and expression. Ethics then, may be viewed as contextual and 
dynamic rather than connected to the actions of an individual with a fixed identity. Fluid 
understandings of ‘self’ that traverse contexts and time create nebulous territory for 
ethical judgment. This challenge highlights the importance of ethical practice, particularly 
as it relates to children, and demands deeper investigation than was possible in this study.   
 
Ethical issues regarding children’s sovereignty, right to expression and right to privacy 
require further investigation in relation to authorship and ‘authenticity’ in the theatre. 
Children's right to self-expression and participation in the arts is currently held in tension 
with their right to privacy and protection; however, both rights are enshrined in the UN 
convention on the rights of the child. This paradox can pose significant dilemmas for 
artists working with children and was borne out in the development of Joy Fear and 
Poetry  
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During workshops a child shared a story about his sister who died in Africa at the hands 
of a witch doctor. I discouraged him from repeating the story in performance, but he 
protested and was annoyed at my decision. My choice was based on his right to protection 
and privacy along with that of his parents. However, I did restrict his freedom of 
expression, and I did make a judgment about potential social and cultural readings by 
audiences that may have been overly conservative. Lehmann points out that not all 
expressions of self, of ‘the real’, are socially or morally unproblematic (Lehmann 2006: 
103). I would argue that this is particularly relevant in the case of child performers. The 
borders of where and how these ethical decisions play out in practice require definition. 
Writers on research with children Alison James, Priscilla Alderson, Virgina Morrow, 
Johanna Einarsdottir and others, may offer some insight for artists. In a 2013 lecture 
discussing research with children, Johanna Einarsdottir asked: ‘Are we contributing to 
increased surveillance of children’s lives and experiences? Can we justify this intrusion 
into the private lives of children?’ I close this study with these provocations as they 
articulate concerns, which arose repeatedly during the creative development of Joy Fear 
and Poetry and offer interesting new lines of investigation that challenge some of the 
accepted precepts of theatre practice with children. The creation of production 
environments that generate ‘authentic’ performances by children bring with them a 
responsibility to ‘respect the trust children place in us when they share their experiences 
and perspectives’ (Einarsdottir 2013). Artists cannot assume an inherent goodness in 
aiming for authentic performance. Rather, we must examine our responsibly toward 
children and the very real power dynamics at play in the theatre making process  
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